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Increasingly virtual worlds are being used to provide new and varied learning
opportunities by various educational organizations such as universities, K-12 schools, and
museums (Dembo, 2008; Ketelhut, Nelson, Clarke, & Dede, 2010; The Forbidden City:
Beyond Space and Time, 2008). Simultaneously teacher preparation programs are
increasingly being offered online (Minsun & Yoon-Joo, 2009; Saltmarsh & SutherlandSmith, 2010; Sawchuk, 2009; Schrum, Burbank, & Capps, 2007). However, these more
traditional online asynchronous learning experiences are often more challenging in
several ways: (a) they require greater self-regulation (Artino & Stephens, 2009; Bol &
Garner, 2011), (b) they have been reported as sometimes less effective than face-to-face
learning (Hudson, 2006; C. L. Peterson & Bond, 2004; Saltmarsh & Sutherland-Smith,
2010; Zirkle, 2002); and (c) they have sometimes been perceived as less effective (E. I.
Allen & Seaman, 2011; Huss, 2007). Given the potential of virtual worlds for teaching

and learning, it was believed that the use of a virtual world for middle level teacher
preparation might provide a solution to some of these reported challenges of online
learning.
The purpose of this study was to describe and examine the experiences of online
middle level teacher candidates using a multi-user virtual environment (MUVE) for
teacher preparation. Case study methodology was employed, using multiple data sources
including interviews, surveys, observations, snapshots, course artifacts, and the primary
researcher’s journal. All data were coded and reviewed iteratively to inductively deduce
the nature of the participants’ experiences. The data indicate middle level teacher
preparation in the MUVE was more supportive and engaging than traditional onlinelearning experience, and was useful for learning about middle level education. Though
the participants found the experiences to be positive, distractions including personal and
technical issues played a role. This study offers insights on the use and implementation
of MUVEs in online middle level teacher preparation.

Keywords: teacher preparation, middle level, virtual world
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

As of 2010, approximately one billion virtual world user registered accounts
existed, with around half of those being for children under the age of 15 (Watters, 2010).
Virtual worlds are multi-user 3-dimension (3D) environments accessible via desktop
computer that provide for embodiment via an avatar and interaction with others and the
virtual environment. By the second quarter of 2011, it was estimated that 652 million
accounts for children ages 10 to 15 were registered, with this age group representing 37%
of active virtual world users (KZero, 2009). Rapid growth in the use and creation of
virtual worlds has not gone unnoticed in the field of education. Like other forms of
technology, educators have begun to appropriate virtual worlds technology for teaching
and learning, initially intended for other purposes including both business and
entertainment (Hemmi, Bayne, & Land, 2009). The educational appropriation of virtual
worlds is based partially on the assumption that the virtual environment supports learning
through constructivist, experiential, contextual, and situated learning experiences as a
result of the various affordances of the technology (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Edirisingha,
Nie, Pluciennik, & Young, 2009; Foss, 2009; Twining, 2009).
In response to the growing argument that virtual worlds provide new and varied
learning opportunities, an increase in the number of educational institutions using virtual
1

worlds for educational purposes exists. For example, the University of Texas system
purchased in-world islands in Second Life® (SL), one of the largest virtual worlds, for
each university branch teaching online and hybrid courses (Eaton, Guerra, Corliss, &
Jarmon, 2011; Linden, 2009). SL is one of the most popular virtual worlds and is the
virtual world used in this study.
Established in 2003, SL is a 3D virtual world, a multi-user virtual environment
(MUVE). To use SL, participants must download client software on their computer to
connect with the virtual world (Descy, 2008). Avatars represent participants in SL. User
avatars in SL interact with and may even create their own environments (MolkaDanielsen, 2009). Though SL is free to use, an economy exists in-world and is based on
the Linden dollar (L$), which is exchangeable for real world currency. Users purchase
any variety of items in-world including houses, furniture, and clothing. SL is used
extensively in education, though recently there has been greater exploration of alternative
virtual worlds such as OpenSim and ReactionGrid. Various universities are using SL for
multiple purposes, including providing orientation to new or potential students and
providing library support (Baker, Wentz, & Woods, 2009; De Lucia, Francese, Passero,
& Tortora, 2009; Hendaoui, Limayem, & Thompson, 2008; Kemp, 2009; MolkaDanielsen & Deutschmann, 2009; Rodrigues & Sedo, 2008; Wang & Braman, 2009;
Wheeler, 2009).
Still other educational organizations, such as museums, are leveraging virtual
worlds. For example, the partnership between the Palace Museum in China and IBM
allows participants to experience the Forbidden City through a 3D virtual environment
(The Forbidden City: Beyond Space and Time, 2008). K-12 schools, teachers and
2

districts are taking advantage of SL, OpenSim, and ReactionGrid for both professional
development and student learning (Dembo, 2008; Dysart, 2009). Virtual worlds are also
being specifically developed and implemented for learning at the K-12 level, with a
significant portion of these worlds being developed for young adolescents including
River City (Ketelhut, Nelson, Clarke, & Dede, 2010), EcoMUVE (Harvard Graduate
School of Education, 2011), Quest Atlantis (Barab, Arici, & Jackson, 2005), and
Whyville (Kafai, Quintero, & Feldon, 2010). Given the rapid increase in use of virtual
world technology by young adolescents, it would be beneficial for future middle school
teachers to be knowledgeable about this type of technology. While it would be
advantageous for middle level teacher candidates to become familiar with just this
emerging technology, the use of virtual worlds for preparing teacher candidates can
address another challenge for teachers in middle school preparation programs.
Statement of the Problem
Increasingly teacher preparation programs have moved online (Minsun & YoonJoo, 2009; Saltmarsh & Sutherland-Smith, 2010; Sawchuk, 2009; Schrum, Burbank, &
Capps, 2007). However, the problem is that this more traditional online asynchronous
learning is more challenging because it requires greater self-regulation in learning (Artino
& Stephens, 2009; Bol & Garner, 2011), and are, in some instances, less effective than
face-to-face learning (Hudson, 2006; C. L. Peterson & Bond, 2004; Saltmarsh &
Sutherland-Smith, 2010; Zirkle, 2002) or is at least perceived that way (E. I. Allen &
Seaman, 2011; Huss, 2007). Middle school principals have also indicated a less favorable
positive attitude towards teachers applying for a position who earned their middle level
3

teaching license via an online program. “Apprehension about teacher dispositions and the
social aspects of teaching that may be compromised in an online program” (Huss, 2007,
p. 1) was one of their major concerns. Teaching in virtual worlds might address these
concerns and could better prepare teacher candidates to teach at the middle level.
Specifically, SL affords for embodied synchronous interaction that can potentially better
allow an instructor to determine student dispositions and can provide for collegial
interaction necessary to work in teams in the future. The question then becomes, what
does the current literature have to say about the effect of virtual world experiences on
online middle level teacher preparation programs?
Gap in the Literature
Although there is some literature about the nature of virtual worlds and the
associated affordances for teaching and learning in certain contexts (e.g., Dalgarno &
Lee, 2010; Edirisingha, et al., 2009; Warburton, 2009), research has been performed
primarily with a focus on barriers to implementation, and specific case studies in other
areas such as communication, business, and foreign language (Jarmon, Traphagan, &
Mayrath, 2008; Jarmon, Traphagan, Mayrath, & Trivedi, 2009; Minocha & Roberts,
2008; Molka-Danielsen & Deutschmann, 2009; M. Peterson, 2012). There is little
empirical research on learning in virtual worlds specifically for teacher preparation
(Inman, 2010; Teoh, 2008). Although there is an increased use of virtual worlds for
learning at both the university and the middle school levels, the use of virtual worlds
within the context of the middle level teacher preparation has not been addressed in the
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literature. Therefore, it is unknown if virtual worlds would be an appropriate medium for
preparing teacher candidates to teach at the middle level.
Purpose of the Study
In light of the gap in the literature, the purpose of this exploratory study was to
examine the nature of middle school teacher candidate experiences using SL virtual
world technology and the multiple factors that influence the nature of these experiences.
It was hoped that a qualitative analysis of these experiences would illuminate the
contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors contributing to the experiences of middle
school teacher candidates using SL to augment a traditional online middle level teacher
preparation course by supplanting three weeks of traditional online course experiences
with virtual ones. Finally, the description and examination of these experiences and
factors influencing these experiences will provide an indication of candidates’
perspectives on the viability of using SL to positively enhance online teaching in middle
school teacher preparation.
Research Questions
In order to describe and examine the experiences of teacher candidates enrolled in
a fully online program using SL virtual world technology for teacher preparation in
middle schools, the primary questions used to frame this research were two-fold:
1. How do fully online teacher candidates describe and make sense of their
middle level teacher preparation SL learning experiences?
2. What factors influenced these SL virtual world experiences?
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Nature of the Study
Using a qualitative lens, this study examined the complex factors that contributed
to the experiences of teacher candidates using SL for learning to teach middle school.
Merriam (1998) stated that the purpose of qualitative research is to understand “how all
the parts work together to form a whole” (p. 6). In this case study, the varied experiences
of middle level teacher candidates in a virtual world were explored. Data sources for the
case study were: (a) interviews, (b) observations and interactions, (c) snapshot pictures;
(d) artifacts including the syllabus, tests, and class assignments, (e) a researcher journal,
and (f) multiple surveys. The data focused on the learning experiences of middle level
teacher candidates in the virtual world. By using this approach, I was able to examine the
experiences of the candidates in SL holistically and to look for individual variances.
Employing and analyzing multiple data sources yielded more trustworthy and informative
results.
Two primary assumptions undergirded this study. First, this study was directly
tied to the structure of the traditional course being taught online and was thus constrained
by the effectiveness of the original middle level education methods course. This is
evident when noting that the content and skills incorporated in the SL virtual world
learning experiences were not modified extensively from that traditional course. Second,
this study assumed that student participants were honest in their responses in interviews
and surveys. Final interviews were conducted after grades were posted in order to limit
this as a potential area of concern.
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Delimitations
This study focused on the SL experience of voluntary participants enrolled in a
traditional online survey course in middle level education. Thus, this study was bounded
by the nature of this case, with time, participation, course content, and the choice of the
SL delivery tool providing significant constraints. Researching online education delivery
systems is still somewhat nascent; however, my observations and interviews were unlike
traditional face-to-face interviews. In SL, body language must be purposefully employed
by SL users through the use of computerized gestures. However, in the real world, body
language and social cues can provide the interviewer with additional feedback to help
guide the interview—feedback that was impossible to ascertain in this study
(Opdenakker, 2006; Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Salmons, 2012). For example, analyzing body
language in this study created a research challenge. To mitigate the possibly negative
impact of this SL challenge, a written narrative of each candidate’s experience in SL was
generated to triangulate the data and increase the likelihood that my interpretation of their
experience through observations and interviews were as accurate as possible. Each
participant was then provided the opportunity to correct any misconceptions or elaborate
on any area they felt was not addressed. Keeping these delimitations and the remedies
applied in mind will be helpful in addressing this exploratory research in the use of SL as
a learning tool in online middle level teacher preparation courses and/or programs.
Significance of the Study
One goal presented in the National Middle School Association’s (2010) position
statement, This We Believe, is that teachers must be effectively prepared to teach young
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adolescents. Doing so online potentially creates an additional challenge. Examining
methods of preparing middle level educators online is beneficial for achieving this goal.
This dissertation research contributes to the field by increasing our understanding of the
use of SL for online middle level teacher preparation.
This dissertation also contributes to the existing research on the use of SL for
teaching and learning in several ways. Specifically, research on the use of SL for
preparing teacher candidates has been limited to those in technology education courses,
rather than for middle level education. Second, in the context of middle level teacher
preparation, the findings provide additional empirical support for various theoretical
assertions about the affordances of SL for teaching and learning. Third, by determining
and examining the factors that contributed to the participants’ positive SL experiences for
middle level teacher preparation within the context of purposefully designed learning
experiences and environments, it may provide design parameters to support future middle
level teacher preparation in virtual worlds.
Definition of Terms
Key terms, including technical terms, used in this study are defined below:
Affordance. Gibson (1977) is credited with first using the term affordance in
reference to the usefulness of an object or an environment to support a specific activity.
Affordances, for the purpose of this dissertation, can be broken into three broad
interrelated categories: technical, educational, and social. Technological affordances
provide the foundation for which potential uses of a learning environment could be used
or developed (Kirschner, Martens, & Strijbos, 2004). According to Kirschner (as cited in
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Kirschner, et al., 2004), educational affordances are “those characteristics of an artifact
(e.g., how a chosen educational paradigm is implemented) that determine if and how a
particular learning behavior could possibly be enacted within a given context (e.g.,
project team, distributed learning community)” (p. 14). Social affordances are described
as the properties of an environment that help to facilitate social interaction to support
learning (Kreijns, Kirschner, & Jochems as cited in Kirschner, et al., 2004). Virtual
world affordances have been the focus of various research studies (Dalgarno & Lee,
2010; Dickey, 2003; Edirisingha, et al., 2009; Kapp & O'Driscoll, 2010; Minocha &
Roberts, 2008; Warburton, 2009).
Asynchronous. Asynchronous refers to online communication that takes place at
different times. For example, online discussion boards are asynchronous communication
where participants respond to a topic or question at various times.
Avatar. An avatar is a visual representation of an individual represented in an
electronic medium. This visual representation selected and created by participants is a
caricature of the individual, and can range from relatively realistic representations to a
more fantastical representations (Yee & Bailenson, 2009). Avatars vary from the very
realistic, gender neutral, male, female, anthropomorphic, to the fantastical. Users can
modify the majority of avatar characteristics including hair, eyes, shape, skin, and
clothing (Talamo & Ligorio, 2001). Avatars travel through virtual worlds by walking,
flying, using in-world transportation or teleporting between locations (Descy, 2008).
Co-presence. Co-presence is the experience of sensing that other people are
sharing an experience in a remote virtual environment (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003;
Childs, 2010)
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Digital immigrants. Coined by Prensky (2001), digital immigrants include those
individuals born before about 1980 who are not digital natives. Digital immigrants are
characterized by not having grown up with technology in the same way as natives,
resulting in an accent in their use of technology.
Digital natives. Prensky (2001) also coined the term digital natives to describe
students of today. These students are essentially native speakers of modern technology,
born approximately between 1980 and 1994 (Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008). Students
today have spent significantly more time using varied forms of technology than reading.
Prensky (2001) and Dede (2005) argued that these experiences change the way these
students learn.
Disinhibition. Disinhibition refers to the process of saying or doing things in an
online environment that one would not say or do in the real world (Suler, 2004).
Endorsement. An endorsement is an addition to a teaching license that allows a
teacher to teach in an area outside of their primary area of teacher preparation. For the
purposes of this study, the participants were in an elementary teacher education program
with mandatory endorsements in two content areas. To obtain the endorsement, the
participants had to complete an additional six hours of content area course work for each
endorsement and participate in one general methods middle level education course.
Flow. Flow, for the purposes of this study, is the process of engaging in an
activity to the extent that immersion is experienced (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).
Griefing/griefers. The term griefing is used by users of virtual worlds to describe
online harassment or virtual assault (Bugeja, 2008). A griefer is a person/avatar that
commits griefing.
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Heads-up display (HUD). A HUD is an interface used in SL to allow an avatar to
control or interact with certain aspects of the virtual world (Linden Research, 2012). In
this study, the participants used a SLOODLE (see definition below) HUD.
Immersion. The concept of immersion refers to the experience by which people
have a sense that they are present in the virtual world (Warburton, 2009).
In-world. Virtual world users refer to anything that happens in a virtual world as
in-world.
Island. See region/sim/island.
Licensure. In order to teach in a given state, teachers must apply for licensure.
Each state sets its own rules with regard to licensure, but were mandated at the time of
this study to comply with No Child Left Behind’s (2001) requirements for highly
qualified teachers. The state at issue in this study offers K-6 or 7-12 licensures, with
options for additional content area endorsements. The vast majority of elementary
education majors in the university, at the time of this study, selected the K-6 licensure
with the required 7-8 endorsements in two content areas.
Middle level teacher education/teacher preparation (MLE). Middle level teacher
education is the preparation of teacher candidates to teach middle school students (i.e.
ages 10-15 years old). For the purposes of this study, the focus was on preparing
elementary education majors to teach Grades 6-8 in their self-selected endorsement areas.
Middle school. According to George and Alexander (2003), the modern middle
school “usually covers Grades 6-8, 5-8, or just 7-8 and it is intended to help young
adolescents make a smooth transition from elementary to high school, from older
childhood to adolescence” (p. 39). The middle school concept is fully explained in This
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We Believe (National Middle School Association., 2010), but essentially consists of a
balance between developmental responsiveness and academic rigor (Powell, 2011).
Moodle. Moodle, a constructivist teaching tool, supports collaboration and the
sharing of online content between teachers and students (Maikish, 2006). It “is an Open
Source Course Management System (CMS), also known as a Learning Management
System (LMS) or a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)” (Moodle, 2011, para. 1).
Moodle is the frame upon which the SLOODLE open source software is used to integrate
SL with a content management solution (Kemp, Livingstone, & Bloomfield, 2009).
Multi-user virtual environment (MUVE). The phrase multi-user virtual
environment is often used synonymously with virtual worlds. MUVE was coined by
Harvard Professor Chris Dede, the creator of the River City MUVE (Kapp & O'Driscoll,
2010). Common features of a MUVE include:
persistence of the in-world environment; a shared space allowing multiple
users to participate simultaneously; virtual embodiment in the form of an
avatar; intersections that occur between users and objects in a 3-D
environment; an immediacy of action such that interactions occur in real
time; similarities to the real world such as topography movement and
physics that provide the illusion of being there. (Warburton, 2009, p. 415)
SL is an example of a MUVE. MUVEs can be used to generate virtual learning
environments where the affordances of the environment can be used for teaching and
learning (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Girvan & Savage, 2010; Minocha & Roberts, 2008;
Warburton, 2009).
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Non-traditional student. A college student who returns to college after a period of
time. Often, non-traditional students are married and/or have children. They may work in
full time jobs and attend college part time. While these students are undergraduates, they
are generally older than their traditional counterparts who tend to be between 18 and 22
years of age (Horn & Carroll, 1996). Horn and Carroll delineated seven characteristics
that defined a student as nontraditional. Of these, two applied to all of the participants in
this study. They all had delayed postsecondary education enrollment and had dependents
other than a spouse.
Presence. Presence is a term that is defined in different ways in the literature.
There are multiple aspects of presence including co-presence, social presence,
telepresence, and virtual presence (Childs, 2010).
Prim. Prim is short for primitive. It is a single-part object that makes up all
aspects of the SL virtual environment (Linden Research, 2010). For example, a rug is
made of a single box prim that has been adjusted into a relatively flat form with a texture
applied to show the rug design. Prims are limited in any given region.
Region/Sim/Island. Region is a term that is used often interchangeably with island
or sim in SL (Linden Research, 2009b) or in other virtual worlds. Regions are named and
span a 256m x 256m virtual area. Regions are designated as general, moderate, or adult.
The full regions allow for 15,000 prims (virtual objects) in the area (Linden Research,
2009a). There are also mainland regions which are non-island linked land as opposed to
islands which also can be considered a sim. For the purposes of this study, references to
sim, region, or island will primarily refer to the site of the study or specific areas utilized
such as Virtual Ability Island.
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Real life (RL). The term real life is used by virtual world participants to refer to
their life outside of the virtual world.
Second Life® (SL). SL is a 3D virtual world/MUVE (www.secondlife.com). SL
requires participants to download client software that is used on their computer to
connect with the virtual world (Descy, 2008). Avatars represent SL users. Users in SL
can interact with and even create their own environments (Molka-Danielsen, 2009). SL
uses its own economy based on the Linden dollar (L$), or “Lindens”, which can be
exchanged for real world currency. Lindens can be used to purchase any variety of items
in the virtual world including houses, furniture, clothing, and almost anything else that
exists in the real-world.
Sim. See region/sim/island.
Simulation Linked Object Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment (SLOODLE).
SLOODLE, an open source learning management system (LMS), provides for the
integration of the Moodle learning management system and SL. SLOODLE is accessed
by participants via any web browser. SLOODLE helps to link avatar identity, which
includes names that are not necessarily associated with the real names of the individual,
with real life identity (Kemp, et al., 2009). SLOODLE provides a series of tools that
facilitate the use of SL for online courses. Chat can be facilitated between the SLOODLE
LMS and SL with the WebIntercom tool. In addition, chat logs are generated for future
review by students in SLOODLE. SLOODLE also provides a head-up display in SL that
allows participants to raise their hand and to demonstrate a variety of other learner
gestures to provide feedback to the instructor. The heads-up-display (HUD) also
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provides the opportunity for students to blog about their experiences from SL, but have
the blogs be archived in the SLOODLE database online (Kemp, et al., 2009).
SLURL. A SLURL is the SL location-based linking process. Using
www.slurl.com one can create a web link to a specific location within SL.
Synchronous. Synchronous refers to the nature of online communication when it
occurs simultaneously rather than asynchronously. For example, a chat room where
participants are in the chat space at the same time interaction is a form of synchronous
communication.
Teacher candidate. For the purposes of this study, a teacher candidate or educator
is an undergraduate university student enrolled in professional education courses,
working towards a license to teach Grades K-6 (primary school) with endorsements to
teach in two content areas for Grades 7-8.
Teleport. Moving from one location to another location in SL can be facilitated
through teleportation as opposed to through walking, running, or flying. Teleporting is
facilitated through various programmed devices that can be set up within SL.
Traditional online learning. For the purposes of this study, the phrase traditional
online learning will refer to online learning provided via course management software
including asynchronous discussions, sharing of documents and resources, online
assessments, and in some cases synchronous text chats.
Virtual world. See multi-user virtual environment. For the purposes of this
discussion, the terms will be used interchangeably.

15

Organization of the Dissertation
The following chapter will review relevant literature on middle level and online
teacher preparation, and the use of virtual worlds for teaching and learning. Chapter
Three describes the methodology used. Chapter Four provides a narrative description and
cross-case analysis of the five participants’ experiences in SL. Chapter Five presents a
discussion of the findings, conclusions, limitations, and implications for further research
and practice.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This review of the literature begins with a discussion the theoretical framework
focused on constructivism and situated cognition. This is followed by background and
conceptual context for the study, including a discussion of the affordances of virtual
worlds and the promise of SL as a medium for teaching and learning online. The chapter
concludes with a summary.
Theoretical Framework
The application of a theoretical framework with virtual worlds is dependent on
how the virtual worlds are used for learning. Twining (2009) argued that “virtual worlds
are unclaimed spaces [in that] educators have not yet established norms of how to support
learning within them” (p. 503). SL is a blank slate for which the instructor/instructional
designer can create not only the learning experiences, but also the very environment
within which those experiences will take place, constrained only by the technological
affordances of the program and the skill of the instructor/designer to leverage those
affordances. Therefore, the epistemological assumptions of the instructor/instructional
designer tend to be displayed through the development of both the environment and the
learning activities. In this study, constructivism and situated cognition informed the
creation of the learning environments and instructional activities in SL for middle level
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teacher preparation (though some instructional activities were limited by outside
constraints).
Constructivism
Constructivism is an oft reported foundation for designing and examining
teaching and learning within virtual worlds (Baker, et al., 2009; Dalgarno & Lee, 2010;
Dickey, 2003, 2005, 2011; Edirisingha, et al., 2009; Falloon, 2010). According to Dickey
(2005), “The theoretical assumption is that learners construct understandings by
interacting with information, tools, and materials, as well as by collaborating with other
learners” (p. 441). SL can provide the opportunity for participants to interact with all of
these items including information, tools and materials, as well as the opportunity to
collaborate with others, both peers and instructors.
Dalgarno (2001) argued that there are three principles that define constructivism:
1. each person forms their own representation of knowledge
2. learning occurs when the learner’s exploration uncovers an inconsistency
between their current knowledge representation and their experience
3. learning occurs within a social context, and that interaction between learners
and their peers is a necessary part of the learning process. (p. 184)
Though these principles may generally be accepted, the implementation and use
of such principles vary extensively (Schunk, 2012). Though individual cognition and
constructivism is always a part of the learning process, the focus for this study is on the
social aspect of constructivism. Based on Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, social
interactions are critical to knowledge construction . Vygotsky’s theory stresses both
environmental and social interaction (Putnam & Borko, 1997). Therefore, this type of
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learning is considered a socially mediated learning experience (Ormrod, 2011; Putnam &
Borko, 1997; Schunk, 2012). Such mediated learning experiences help students make
sense of phenomena, in this case issues related to middle level education.
Not only is meaning constructed in a social context of peers, but often, a more
experienced individual helps individuals make sense of a phenomena through scaffolding
and supporting learners within their zone of proximal development (Schunk, 2012).
Scaffold refers to “the temporary support framework provided to learners to support them
in the process of extending competencies” (Dickey, 2008, p. 507). Mayer stated that
(1999) “According to the knowledge construction view, the learner is a sense-maker,
whereas the teacher is a cognitive guide who provides guidance and modeling on
authentic academic tasks” (p. 144). Therefore, the instructor supports the learner in
progressing with their academic knowledge and skills through facilitation and guidance.
There is an inextricable link between constructivism and situated cognition.
According to Duffy and Jonassen (1992), “Each experience with an idea—and the
environment of which that idea is a part—becomes part of the meaning of that idea. The
experience in which an idea is embedded is critical to the individual’s understanding of
and ability to use that idea” (p. 4). Knowledge and meaning are, therefore, constructed
within situated experiences. Thus, situated cognition is a necessary component of this
theoretical framework.
Situated Cognition
Underlying constructivism, is the concept of situated cognition, which is
characterized by the fact that “thinking is an interaction between an individual and a
physical and social situation” (Greeno, 1989, p. 135). Essentially, thinking occurs within
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a given context and therefore is not limited to cognition solely within one’s mind (J. R.
Anderson, Greeno, Reder, & Simon, 2000; Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Greeno,
1989; Lave, 1996). It is argued that this impacts learning in specific domains.
Putnam and Borko (2000) applied this to teacher learning. They stated, “Knowing
and learning are situated in physical and social contexts, social in nature, and distributed
across persons and tool” (p. 12). They argued that looking at where teacher candidates
situate their learning experiences is an important component of transforming teacher
practice. This is a particular challenge for teacher candidates who do not have their own
classroom and who do not always have access to appropriate apprenticeship models
(Putnam & Borko, 1997, 2000). Situating practice also requires that teacher candidates
engage in social discourse. With teacher candidates enrolled in online course work, this
learning is situated within multiple contexts (e.g., home, library, the learning
management system, in the field). Therefore, SL creates an environment within which
such interaction can be facilitated in a potentially more structured manner than traditional
online learning and provides an opportunity to achieve situated cognition—through
learner discourse and environmental simulation.
It is through such situated learning experiences that teacher educators have to
address the issue of the apprenticeship of observation (Hammerness et al., 2005; Lortie,
1975). Teacher candidates spend 12+ years in an observational apprenticeship role
learning what it means to be a teacher. However, “Unlike experienced teachers . . .
preservice teachers do not have their own classrooms in which to situate learning
activities and have limited teaching experiences from which to draw in discussions of
pedagogical issues” (Putnam & Borko, 2000, p. 7) Through modeling and experiential/
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contextual learning, teacher candidates have the potential to continue their apprenticeship
of observation, and to expand and move beyond this limited perspective. Part of the role
of teacher educators is to assess this process and to help transform teacher candidate
identity from that of student and observer of teachers to that of teacher. Putnam and
Borko supported the argument that teacher candidates need to learn “to think, talk, and
act as a teacher” (p. 10).
The argument that teacher candidate knowledge, identity, and skill is developed
through social processes within context (Putnam & Borko, 1997, 2000) supports the idea
of using SL for teacher preparation, taking advantage of opportunities for socialization
and interaction that occurs in-world. Additionally, the opportunity to simulate the realworld through the development of virtual middle schools also has the potential to provide
situated learning experiences, supported by teacher educators who can mentor and
support teacher candidates through contextual and experiential learning experiences. This
is especially important if or when the apprenticeship in existing environments shuts
down.
Background and Conceptual Context of the Study
The background and history of middle level teacher preparation, online teacher
preparation, and virtual world technology are presented to provide the framework within
which this study was developed. In addition, a discussion of the affordances and
challenges of the virtual world technology for teaching and learning are presented to
further contextualize this study and also provide a framework for examining participant
experiences in SL.
21

Middle Level Teacher Preparation
Teacher education refers to the preparation of individuals to work in schools as
licensed teachers. Teacher education programs lead to state licensure to teach in specified
refers to the preparation of teacher candidates to work specifically with young
adolescents from ages 10-15 (George & Alexander, 2003; Powell, 2011). Preparing
teachers to work with middle level students has been a concern of researchers in the field
of middle level education since the inception of the middle school movement in the 1960s
(George & Alexander, 2003; T. W. Smith & McEwin, 2011). Researchers have argued
that middle level teachers must be specially prepared to meet the unique developmental
needs of young adolescents (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989;
Dickinson & McEwin, 1997; George & Alexander, 2003; Jackson & Davis, 2000;
McEwin, Dickinson, & Anfara, 2005; Scales, 1993).Young adolescents developmental
uniqueness (Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles, 2006) justifies the need for specialized
preparation.
Although there is reasonable justification for specialized preparation, middle level
teacher preparation takes different forms in different states because each state sets the
guidelines for teacher licensure. As of 2007, forty-six states provide for some specific
middle level teacher preparation, ranging from middle level specific licensure to
endorsements (McEwin, 2007). Only 28 states and the District of Columbia require
middle level licensure, with 18 offering middle level endorsements, which some have
argued are insufficient (Jackson & Davis, 2000; McEwin, Dickinson, & Smith, 2003;
Swaim & Stefanich, 1996). Many of the states have overlapping licensure, whereby both
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elementary and secondary certified teachers can teach at the middle level, limiting the
specialized preparation of middle level teachers (Jackson & Davis, 2000).
Much of the literature on middle level teacher preparation focuses on identifying
the characteristics and qualities of appropriate middle level teacher preparation (Butler,
Davies, & Dickinson, 1991; Dickinson & McEwin, 1997; Scales, 1993; Silverman, 1990)
the status of middle level licensure as it relates to middle level preparation (Gaskill, 2002;
McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003), and justifying the need for specialized preparation
(Jackson & Davis, 2000; McEwin, Dickinson, et al., 2000; Mertens, Flowers, & Mulhall,
2002; National Middle School Association, 2010; Scales & McEwin, 1996; Swaim &
Stefanich, 1996). Specific components of a comprehensive middle school teacher
preparation program are laid out in the literature (Dickinson & McEwin, 1997; Ellis,
Goodyear, Prosser, & O'Hara, 2006; Jackson & Davis, 2000; McEwin et al., 2005) and
eventually culminated in standards for the initial preparation of middle level teacher
candidates.
Based on this literature and expert review, the Association for Middle Level
Education (AMLE; formerly the National Middle School Association [NMSA]) and the
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) partnered to develop
standards for the accreditation of middle level teacher preparation programs, providing
guidelines for this specialized preparation (National Middle School Association, 2005).
The standards are currently being revised. Components include appropriate knowledge,
dispositions, and performances in the following areas: young adolescent development,
middle school philosophy and organization, middle school curriculum and assessment;
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middle level teaching fields/subject matter knowledge; middle school instruction, and
assessment; family and community involvement; and middle level professional roles.
While many of the core components of middle level teacher education apply to
teacher preparation for any age level, preparing teachers to work with young adolescents
requires focusing on developing the skills and dispositions in a developmentally
responsive manner. According to Bransford et al.’s (2005) vision of professional practice,
three overlapping components of teacher preparation must be addressed in an effective
teacher education program: (a) knowledge of learners and their development in social
contexts, (b) knowledge of subject matter and curriculum goals, and (c) knowledge of
teaching within the overall context of teaching as a profession (pp. 10-11). This
framework reaffirms the importance of developmental appropriateness as a significant
component of teacher education, and further justifies specialized middle level teacher
preparation.
There are challenges to effective teacher education, in general, and at the middle
level specifically. Hammerness, et al. (2005) presented three general challenges to
teacher education. The first challenge is that teacher educators must address the problem
of “apprenticeship of observation” (Hammerness et al., 2005, p. 359; Lortie, 1975) The
vast majority of teacher candidates apprenticed in educational systems, observing
educational practices for 12+ years, but the practices observed are often not best
practices. In regard to the use of instructional technology, this apprenticeship of
observation can be particularly challenging, given that technology integration in the
schools was in its infancy when current teacher candidates were in school. Additionally,
if methods teachers are to be able to model best practices, doing so in an online
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environment to train face-to-face classroom teachers is an additional challenge. Second,
teacher candidates often acquire the necessary knowledge and procedures in teacher
education programs, but are unable to translate this knowledge into action, or enactment
in a real world classroom. Third, the very complexity of teaching itself is challenging to
address in teacher education programs. Teachers have to deal with a large number of
variables in context.
Online Teacher Preparation
Before addressing online teacher preparation it is first necessary to provide a very
brief overview of the current state of online education in general. As of fall 2010,
approximately one third of all higher education students, 6.1 million students, take at
least one online course (E. I. Allen & Seaman, 2011). From 2009 to 2010, higher
education online enrollment increased by 10%, with face-to-face enrollment only
increasing by 2% (E. I. Allen & Seaman, 2011). Generally, research indicates that online
and face-to-face learning outcomes are comparable (Young & Lewis, 2008) though the
methods of determining the equivalence are often compromised by real-world constraints
of educational practice (Schweizer, Hayslett, & Chaplock, 2008). Despite literature
indicating that outcomes are comparable, only 67% of academic leaders rated online
education learning outcomes “as the same or superior to those in face-to-face,[but a solid
one-third] continue to believe that the learning outcomes for online education are
inferior” (E. I. Allen & Seaman, 2011, pp. 4-5). Student perceptions of online teacher
preparation are generally positive (Schweizer et al., 2008; Young & Lewis, 2008).
Young and Lewis found that teacher candidates generally have a “more or less positive
response to distance education in terms of overall satisfaction and enjoyment” (p. 608).
25

However, they also found that female students were a little more concerned with the
quality of class interaction than male peers, and given that teacher educators are largely
female, this could play a role in their feelings of satisfaction in online teacher education
programs.
Online teacher education degrees initially began with graduate rather than
undergraduate licensure granting programs (Davis, 2007). Eventually, distance education
for teacher preparation began to fill the need to certify teachers in critical needs areas
through alternate route programs (Olson & Werhan, 2005). However, undergraduate
online baccalaureate degrees in education offering licensure have been increasing,
(Schweizer et al., 2008), especially to meet the demands of higher education institutions
seeking flexible and varied delivery systems for these programs (De George-Walker &
Keeffe, 2010). Concerns about various challenges to online teacher preparation for initial
licensure, undergraduate programs slowed the development of these online programs
(Schweizer et al. 2008; Zirkle, 2002).
Persistence to degree completion is one reported challenge of online programs.
Generally, the literature reports that dropout rates for online programs are greater than
those of traditional face-to-face programs (Diaz, 2002; Porta-Merida, 2009; Schweizer et
al., 2008). In one study, Park and Choi (2009) explored the factors that influence the
decision by adult learners to drop out. They found that family and organizational support,
and satisfaction and relevance were significant factors in the decision to drop out.
Another challenge of online programs is the nature of the student population.
Online programs tend to be populated by a greater number of non-traditional students
(Young & Lewis, 2008). Non-traditional students have to balance home, family, and
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work (Carr, 2000; Walsh, Abi-Nader, & Poutiatine, 2005). They have more demands on
their time, all at the same time that the online learning experience requires greater selfregulation of their learning (Artino & Stephens, 2009; Bol & Garner, 2011; Mullen &
Tallent-Runnels, 2006).
Self-regulation is an especially important component of online learning (Artino &
Stephens, 2009; Bol & Garner, 2011; Mullen & Tallent-Runnels, 2006). Pintrich (2000)
defined self-regulation as “an active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for
their learning and then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition,
motivation, and behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual
features of the environment” (p. 453). Online learning lacks some of the supports that are
found in traditional face-to-face environments, making more extensive self-regulation of
learning necessary. Students have to expend more energy to monitor, regulate, and
control their cognition, motivation, and behavior.
In one quantitative study of Naval Academy undergraduates, it was found that
participants varied in their course-related motivations and emotions (Artino & Stephens,
2009). The findings indicated that when boredom and frustration were controlled, either
through self-regulation or instructional design, students experienced more beneficial
academic outcomes and course satisfaction. Controlling for these factors can support
better learning outcomes, course satisfaction, and persistence in online programs.
Complexity of Teacher Preparation Confounded Online
The complexity of teacher preparation can therefore be confounded further when
performed at a distance. While it is important that the outcomes of an online teacher
preparation program are equivalent, it is also necessary to avoid trying to directly
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translate face-to-face courses into online learning environments (Díaz & Entonado,
2009). Teacher preparation courses tend to be experiential and activity driven to
appropriately model instructional methods and address a significant issue in teacher
preparation, the apprenticeship of observation (Hammerness et al., 2005; Lortie, 1975).
One challenge of online preservice teacher education is the ability to model specific
teaching strategies (Zirkle, 2002). Although video-lessons are an option, the direct
interaction in the teacher preparation classroom is still missing in an online learning
environment. According to research compiled by Bransford, et al. (2005), “learning how
to teach allows teachers to better use their knowledge of what to teach” (p. 26).
Therefore, translating what is learned online into effective instructional practice is not
easily achieved.
Another significant component of teacher preparation programs involves group
work. Zirkle (2002) reported the lack of appropriate interpersonal interaction as another
potential barrier to online teacher preparation. Additionally, a core component of
effective middle level education involves interdisciplinary teaming which requires that
teachers work together collaboratively to meet the learning and affective needs of their
students (National Middle School Association, 2010). However, group work for online
teacher candidates, especially non-traditional candidates who are balancing work, family,
and school, can be a particular challenge. G. G. Smith, et al. (2011) reported the results of
a study comparing the use of group work with students in online and face-to-face
conditions. They found that the students preferred group work in the face-to-face course
environments as a result of the challenges of communication and online students were
less able to resolve the logistical issues that emerge when working in groups.
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The issue of enactment, the opportunity to apply classroom learning to practice is
another teacher preparation challenge (Hammerness et al., 2005; Kennedy, 1999)
potentially exacerbated by online teacher preparation. Zirkle (2002) reported the lack of
an opportunity for teachers to participate in practical experiences as a challenge to online
teacher preparation.
Online Middle Level Teacher Preparation
In a search of the literature, only one study was found focusing on the online
preparation of middle level teacher candidates. Meyer and Boyles (2005) reported a selfstudy of a four-course online middle level endorsement program in a practitioner based
manner. The program was for elementary or junior high trained in-service teachers, rather
than teacher candidates preparing to enter the classroom. Meyer and Boyles reported
positive outcomes in the program, but did not use sufficient data to support their
arguments. Only a few survey results with regard to participant satisfaction with the
online program and a couple of quotes from students were included.
An additional survey study on principal perceptions of middle level teacher
candidates from online programs indicated that principals were very concerned about the
quality of such preservice teachers (Huss, 2007). Ninety-five percent of principals
indicated that an online teacher preparation degree does not carry as much credibility as a
face-to-face program, and they would not hire someone from an online program over one
from the face-to-face program. Of particular concern were the social aspects of teaching.
The middle level principals place significant importance on synchronous interaction and
collaboration for successful working at the middle level, given the importance of team
teaching and collaborative practices in the middle school. Zirkle (2002) also presented
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this as a barrier to online teacher preparation. Principals “questioned the ability of online
programs to adequately rate the efficacy of potential candidates as well as their suitability
for the middle grades classroom” (Huss, 2007, p. 11). Huss further explained,
Principals pointed out candidate dispositions are extremely difficult to
fortify in an online environment. A preservice teacher may answer content
questions successfully and score well on quizzes, but, in actuality, possess
few of the intangible characteristics a middle school principal seeks in a
classroom teacher. (p. 11)
This study, though limited to perceptions, rather than outcomes, indicated that
there are challenges for online programs and teacher candidates in meeting the needs and
desires of middle level principals. The concerns presented by the principals relates to the
challenges of online learning presented by Zirkle (2002).
Virtual Worlds, an Opportunity for Online Teacher Preparation
To better understand the experiences of candidates in the virtual world, it is
necessary to first present a brief history of the development of virtual worlds and their
uses. Although this history of virtual worlds could begin with the earliest of man’s
experiences or even with the growth in electronic mass media at the end of the 19th
century (Boellstorff, 2008), this brief historical exploration of the virtual will begin with
the emergence of video games. The idea of the virtual world evolved with the
development of video games in the 1970s, the emergence of the idea of cyberspace from
science fiction, and the increasing availability of the personal computer in the early 1980s
(Turkle, 1995). Initially, virtual worlds were text based and known as Multi-User
Dungeons (MUDs) providing for interaction, role play, community building, and identity
30

play. Essentially, in a MUD, users interacted via text in simulated experiences, rather
than engaging in more game like behavior, thereby being the harbinger of the modern 3D
social virtual world. The term social in reference to the virtual world is meant to
distinguish itself from other types of 3D virtual worlds such as massively-multi-player
games (Damer, 2008). The first graphical multi user virtual world, Habitat was created in
1986 by LucasFilm Games (Glaser, 2007). Habitat included humanoid avatars that could
interact via text chat and move within an environment (Damer, 2008; Glaser, 2007), both
being significant steps in the development of the modern virtual world. Throughout the
late 80s and the 1990s, as computer hardware improved and became more cost effective,
more virtual worlds developed. A significant event for the role of education in virtual
worlds occurred in 1998. An in-world conference, Avatars 98 featured speaker sessions
including an educators track and an architectural competition representing universities in
a virtual world (Damer, 1998).
In 2003, Linden Labs launched SL based on two concepts from prior virtual
worlds: “user-empowering in-world building techniques of Alphaworld and the object
economy of Habitat/WorldsAway” (Damer, 2008, p. 15). SL eventually became the
dominant force in virtual worlds, with 750,000 unique visitors in the fourth quarter of
2010 (LindenLab, 2011) and is the virtual world used in this study. Though SL is not
primarily an educationally oriented virtual world, it is currently used extensively in the
broad area of education by universities, K-12 teachers for professional development,
educational organizations, and other more informal educational organizations such as
libraries and museums. Although SL is used extensively by education, changes in SL
educational pricing and the closing of the TeenGrid (i.e., a secure sim for middle and
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high schools) at the beginning of 2011 has resulted in greater exploration of alternative
virtual worlds (Livingstone, 2011) such as OpenSim and ReactionGrid. Currently, webbased virtual worlds that do not require a software client are being developed to provide
greater access to virtual worlds (Lester, 2012).
Virtual Worlds for Online Middle Level Teacher Preparation
The goals of middle level education align with the use of virtual worlds for
teacher preparation. This We Believe (TWB; National Middle School Association, 2010),
the position statement by the National Middle School Association on effective schooling
for young adolescents also calls for students to “Use digital tools to explore,
communicate, and collaborate with the world and learn from the rich and varied resources
available” (pg 11). In addition, educators are encouraged to “use multiple learning and
teaching approaches” (National Middle School Association, 2010, p. 22) which could
include the use of virtual worlds. In fact, much of the work and research with K-12
students in virtual worlds for learning has been with middle school students. Whyville
and River City are probably the most well-known virtual world experiences that cater
specifically to middle school students (Clarke & Dede, 2005; Kafai et al., 2010). Both of
these worlds focus extensively on inquiry learning in science, though Whyville also
addresses other content areas including math and art (Feldon & Kafai, 2008; Kafai et al.,
2010). The use of virtual worlds for middle level special education students (Rosenblatt,
2009) and for middle school social studies learning (Wicks, 2010) have also been
investigated with some success reported. In addition, until January of 2011, SL hosted a
Teen Grid that was heavily populated by middle school teachers and students for varied
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educational purposes (Note: the Teen Grid [ages 13-17] closed in 2011, with teens being
integrated into the main adult grid with varied access and privileges).
Using virtual worlds for teacher preparation can meet varied goals for preparing
teachers to teach young adolescents. It is expected that teacher educators are prepared to
leverage various forms of technology, potentially including virtual worlds, for teaching
and learning based on various standards for teaching, including the International Society
for Technology in Education NETS-T and NMSA/ NCATE standards for middle level
teacher preparation (National Middle School Association, 2005). Current preservice
educators have not previously observed the use of virtual worlds for teaching and
learning in their educational history, and will thereby be less likely to use such
technology without it being modeled for them. NMSA and NCATE developed standards
for middle level teacher preparation programs. One of these standards requires that
teachers “are fluent in the integration of a range of technologies (e.g., film, computers) in
their professional roles with curriculum, instruction, and assessment” (National Middle
School Association, 2005, p. 16). Essentially, teaching in the virtual world can not only
address specified course content, but could also provide preservice educators with new
technological experiences and models which can be used in their future teaching. Too
often, technology integration is taught via isolated courses in preservice education
programs, and not modeled throughout the curriculum in teacher education courses.
The NMSA/NCATE standards for middle level preservice education also require
that students “engage in and support ongoing professional practices for self and
colleagues (e.g., attend professional development activities and conferences, participate
in professional organizations)” (National Middle School Association, 2010, p. 30). In
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addition, the standards indicate that middle level teachers “maintain currency with a
range of technologies” (National Middle School Association, 2005, p. 17). SL has an
active K-16 professional development community providing not only in-service, but
preservice educators with the opportunity to gain new knowledge and experiences
(Dembo, 2008; Sheehy, 2009). Varied organizations, libraries, and museums such as the
International Society for Technology in Education, the Virtual Pioneers, the
Exploratorium, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association, and the Professional
Association of Dive Instructors (PADI) provide educational opportunities for those
interested. Many libraries and museums have a presence in SL ("Second Life in
Education: Exploring the Educational Uses of Second Life; Educational Resources,"
2009) also providing opportunities to expand content area knowledge. Teacher licensure
should be just the beginning of teacher education; continuing professional development
must occur (Hammerness et al., 2005). Exposing preservice teachers to virtual worlds
and providing them with information about the opportunities for professional
development can support lifelong learning as educators.
Affordances and Challenges of Virtual Worlds
Common features of virtual worlds such as SL include
persistence of the in-world environment; a shared space allowing multiple
users to participate simultaneously; virtual embodiment in the form of an
avatar; intersections that occur between users and objects in a 3-D
environment; an immediacy of action such that interactions occur in real
time; similarities to the real world such as topography movement and
physics that provide the illusion of being there. (Warburton, 2009, p. 415)
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MUVEs can be used to generate virtual learning environments, where the affordances of
the environment can be used for teaching and learning (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Girvan &
Savage, 2010; Kapp & O'Driscoll, 2010; Minocha & Roberts, 2008; Warburton, 2009).
These affordances are essentially the potential benefits of the technology, assuming these
potential benefits are leveraged by the instructional designers, teachers, and students.
Before moving forward to examine SL in regard to the affordances it provides for
learning, it is necessary to clarify the nature of the affordances being discussed. In a
discussion about the affordances of a physical environment, Gibson (1986) stated,
An important fact about the affordances of the environment is that they are
in a sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and meanings, which
are often supposed to be subjective, phenomenal, and mental. But,
actually, an affordance is neither an objective property nor a subjective
property; or it is both if you like. An affordance cuts across the dichotomy
of subjective-objective and helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is
equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behavior. It is both physical
and psychical, yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the
environment and to the observer. (p. 129)
Although in this instance, Gibson was discussing the real world environment, the
theory of affordances is transferable to virtual environments as well. Affordances can be
broken into three broad categories: technical, educational, and social. Technological
affordances provide the foundation through which potential uses of a virtual learning
environment could be used or developed (Kirschner, et al., 2004). According to
Kirschner, et al., educational affordances are “those characteristics of an artifact (e.g.,
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how a chosen educational paradigm is implemented) that determine if and how a
particular learning behavior could possibly be enacted within a given context (e.g.,
project team, distributed learning community)” (p. 14). Finally, social affordances can be
described as the properties of an environment that help to facilitate social interaction to
support learning (Kreijns et al., 2004). For the purposes of this study, the focus will be
on the educational and social affordances of SL as supported by the technological
affordances of the virtual world. These affordances can then potentially be harnessed to
meet the needs of preparing middle level preservice teachers.
Research indicates that multi-user virtual environments can provide various
educational and social affordances (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Edirisingha et al., 2009;
Minocha & Roberts, 2008; Salzman, Dede, Loftin, & Chen, 1999; Warburton, 2009;
Warren, Stein, Dondlinger, & Barab, 2009). SL provides the opportunity for learning
through constructivism and social constructivism. According to Dickey (2005), “The
theoretical assumption is that learners construct understandings by interacting with
information, tools, and materials, as well as by collaborating with other learners” (p.
441). SL can provide the opportunity for participants to interact with all of these items
including information, tools and materials, as well as the opportunity to collaborate with
other learners for professional purposes (Molka-Danielsen, 2009).
Thus, in the case of the affordances of MUVEs, researchers look at the
technological affordances of the MUVE and how those properties support learning
interactions between the environment and the user. Dalgarno and Lee (2010) argued that
MUVEs provide five learning benefits as a result of learning task affordances: (a)
contextual learning, (b) experiential learning, (c) collaborative learning, (d) spatial
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representation, and (e) engagement. Warburton (2009) presented eight components of SL
that can afford various types of learning: (a) extended or rich interactions, (b)
visualization and contextualization, (c) exposure to authentic content and culture, (d)
individual and collective identity play, (e) immersion, (f) simulation, (g) community
presence, and (h) content production . These afford the opportunity to conduct role play,
experiential learning, cooperative learning, and game-based learning.
Unfortunately much of the literature regarding MUVEs and their affordances is
theoretical rather than empirical, and is often focused on training rather than on K-12 and
university student learning (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Herold, 2010; Jarmon, et al., 2009).
The following will focus on the research regarding two types of learning experiences in
virtual worlds: contextual and experiential learning at the university level, followed by a
discussion of the use of virtual worlds with young adolescents.
Contextual Learning in MUVEs
According to Dalgarno and Lee (2010), MUVEs “can be used to facilitate
learning tasks that lead to improved transfer of knowledge and skills to real situations
through contextualization of learning” (p. 21). Learners are able to participate in a
simulated environment in the first person, situating learning in a given context, rather
than in the third person as is usually experienced in most traditional classroom
instruction.
At the university level, only pilot and exploratory studies were identified as both
examining a contextual learning orientation and in some way measuring learning
outcomes. In a case study, Dickey (2005) investigated the use of Active Worlds in two
contexts: an asynchronous undergraduate business-computing course and synchronously
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for an informal object-modeling course. In the asynchronous context, the students had
access to a plaza with simulated views of the mountains found in the same area as the
university at the heart of the study. Various resources and assignments existed in different
buildings for students to use interactively. In addition, the MUVE allowed for students to
meet and work collaboratively as needed or desired. Dickey found that in this course,
there was less attrition and the course had become more popular since the implementation
of Active Worlds as course component. In informal interviews, students indicated that
they felt like they were at school in the MUVE, situating the learning in the school
context.
For the synchronous course in RWX modeling, the students were able to see and
participate in the building of 3D objects, with the support of an expert in the field,
demonstrating a contextual and situated learning experience. In this case, the author used
participatory observations, and both formal and informal interviews to collect data.
Findings based on this data included the benefit of learning in a collaborative and
contextual learning environment. While both cases were interesting, and provide
background on the potential of contextual and situated learning, the methods were not
adequately described, nor were the findings adequately supported with data. In addition,
no reports, not even self-reports, of learning value or content were included. Therefore,
this study only supports the concept of contextual and situated learning as a potential for
promoting learning.
Wagner and Ip (2009) performed a pilot study using an action learning process
utilizing a virtual world in a business course. In this pilot study, students had to create an
in-world revenue generating business which provided students the opportunity to apply
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business concepts learned in the course to business creation in the virtual environment.
Doing so in the real world, in the time frame of a given course, would be almost
impossible. The purpose of the study was to determine if the virtual world experience
would promote action learning and if the assignment would be perceived as of value by
students, in relation to the effort required. Students were required to complete a 10-item
Lickert scale questionnaire. Findings about the action learning process were inconclusive
having been confounded by a lack of discriminant validity in the survey instrument.
Wagner and Ip found that the students did perceive value in the action learning process,
though they did admit that perceived learning does not demonstrate actual learning.
Experiential Learning in MUVEs
MUVEs also potentially afford experiential learning benefits. Through MUVEs,
simulations can be created to allow the practice of skills, or “undertake embodied
learning” (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010, p. 19). These simulations can take place in an
environment that may not be possible due to expense, a lack of real world resources, or
physical danger. Theoretically, learning in a model environment will support recall
through adding sensory cues and interactivity which will “anchor” knowledge and skills
through situating the learning.
The use of a MUVE was found to be effective in supporting experiential learning
in a university level interdisciplinary communication course (Jarmon et al., 2009).
Students worked collaboratively with architecture students at the university and with
individuals at a local non-profit to complete a virtual recreation of a low-income housing
project, along with presenting a ribbon cutting ceremony with participants from around
the world and creating a PR plan for the project. Much like the Wagner and Ip (2009)
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study, such a project could not have easily been conducted in real life. This study
examined four questions:
1. How (when, how often, and in what kinds of situations) does learning occur in
SL?
2. What types of learning do students experience often in SL?
3. Does learning in SL transfer to real life?
4. Do students perceive SL as instrumental in learning? p. 169
Findings indicate that students experience higher level thinking, construct
knowledge, and experience creative and imaginative thinking in SL, and that SL was
instrumental in learning. Based on observations, students also applied theories and
concepts from the communication course to their experiences in SL including awareness
of multiple perspectives and implementing effective collaboration strategies. In addition,
students used the skills they learned in the course to write a grant to help support nonprofits in SL after the end of the course. Limitations included the fact that this study only
included five students during the course of one semester.
Another university level course implemented and studied found that students
perceived positive learning effects through participation in a MUVE to support learning
in an archaeological theory course (Edirisingha et al., 2009). The primary focus of the
study was socialization amongst participants within the virtual world, but included
interviews to assess perceived learning by students based on two learning experiences:
exploring a Saami tent and a Kalasha village. The students indicated that learning through
this exploration and experience both reinforced and increased their learning of concepts
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and content in the course. In addition, the students were able to experience “places” from
a distance without the expenses of time or money being expended.
Overview of Research in Virtual Worlds for Contextual and Experiential Learning
While theoretically, virtual worlds potentially support learning, very little peer
reviewed literature on contextual or experiential learning in multi-user virtual
environments at either the university or K-12 level exists. In addition, the majority of the
literature reviewed here does not achieve a high quality of research design or
measurement in regards to assessing the influence of the MUVE experiences on student
learning. All but one study relied solely on self-report as a measure of student learning.
Challenges of SL
Despite the many affordances of virtual worlds, multiple challenges to using SL
for learning exist and have been reported in the literature. These challenges include
technical issues, the steep learning curve, challenges for instructors/instructional
designers, computer mediated communication, the nature of the open-access
environment, and the acceptance of SL as a learning environment (see Table 2.1). These
technical challenges potentially diminish the affordances of the virtual world.
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Table 2.1

Potential Challenges of Using SL for Learning.

Challenge
Studies
Technical Challenges: Hardware, Atkins, & Caukill, 2009; Baker, Wentz, & Woods, 2009; Kluge, &
Internet bandwidth, and/or
Riley, 2008; Luo, & Kemp, 2008; Mayrath, Traphagan, Jarmon, Trivedi,
& Resta, 2010; Sanchez, 2009; Wang, & Braman, 2009; Warburton,
interface issues
2009.
Steep Learning Curve

Baker, Wentz, & Woods, 2009; Cheal, 2009; Condic, 2009; Inman,
2010; Luo & Kemp, 2008; McKinney, Horspool, Willers, Safie, &
Richlin, 2009; Molka-Danielsen, 2009; Rodrigues, & Sedo, 2008;
Sanchez, 2009; Shen & Eder, 2009; Vogel, Guo, Zhou, Tian, & Zhang,
2008; Wang & Braman, 2009; Waters, 2009.

Acceptance of SL as a Learning
Environment

Cheal, 2009; Dudeney, & Ramsay, 2009; Luo, & Kemp, 2008; Pynoo,
Devolder, Tondeur, vanBraak, Duyck, & Duyck, 2011; Saleeb &
Dafoulas 2010; D. H. Shin, 2009; Vogel, Guo, Zhou, Tian, & Zhang,
2008.

Computer Mediated
Communication

Friedman, Karniel, & Dinur, 2009; Gaimster, 2007.

Open-access Environment of
SL/Potential for Griefing,
Harassment, or Distraction

Baker, Wentz, & Woods, 2009; Bugeja, 2008; Molka-Danielsen, 2009;
Wang, & Braman, 2009.

Instructor/Instructional Designer Baker, Wentz, & Woods, 2009; Twining, 2009; Warburton, 2009.
Challenges

Technical Issues
The technical challenges of using SL are widely reported (see Table 2.1).
Although SL was established in 2003, it has only been in the past several years that it has
become more accessible as a result of lowering costs of higher quality computer
hardware and the increase in access to high bandwidth Internet. In addition, even today
there are hardware challenges that limit accessibility of SL for students. Some graphic
cards are incompatible with SL preventing certain users from even using SL, or
computers have insufficient graphic cards and/or computer memory to use SL efficiently.
Some users are also limited by their Internet access. Users in rural areas in particular have
more limited access to high bandwidth Internet, with some still using dial-up or DSL
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services which do not efficiently support the use of SL. Either of these challenges can
prevent the use of SL, or make it so inefficient to make it unusable. Another technical
challenge is the use of audio. Audio communication in SL is not always possible for all
users in a given environment. Some technical barriers including Internet bandwidth, age
of routers, and updates to software and hardware are often a barrier to the use of audio for
some participants. The technical skill of participants to address these issues is also a
challenge for instructors working with students in SL.
Steep Learning Curve
One of the biggest challenges of SL, as reported in the literature, is usability, or
also discussed in the literature as the steep learning curve. Nielsen (1994) delineates five
areas of usability: (a) learnability, (b) efficiency, (c) memorability, (d) errors, and (e)
satisfaction. Although there is limited research on the effectiveness of using SL for
educational purposes, many studies discussing the process of developing educational
experiences in-world have reported on usability issues in relation to the learnability of SL
(see Table 2.1). In a survey study, Vogel et al. (2008) found that students perceived SL
to have the least ease of use out of five various forms of collaborative technologies
including email, forums, video conferencing, and MSN instant messenger.
To operate in SL, one needs to learn to walk, fly, and teleport. Each of these can
be challenging experiences when initially immersed. Condic (2009) reported spending
four hours just trying to master these basic skills, let alone customizing her avatar. In
reference to efficiency, SL can also be a challenge. Users in-world have to learn how to
use and organize landmarks in order to remember how to return to places of interest. In
addition, participants need to understand the varied opportunities for communication and
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how to take advantage of each in order to truly use SL for computer supported
collaborative learning (CSCL). In reference to memorability, depending on the individual
user, SL could be a challenge for those who have taken a hiatus from the interface.
Condic initially entered the world about a year before fully engaging in the use of SL and
had to relearn a large many skills. However, those skills had not been used extensively at
that point. Therefore, it is possible that memorability will depend on the extensiveness of
experience in-world prior to moving away from the interface, as well as the length of
time between sessions of use. Errors in SL have not been significantly reported in the
literature, except with those individuals who do not meet the hardware requirements for
use. SL will not run, or will run with challenges such as lag if the user’s computer and
Internet connection do not meet the minimum requirements (Kemp, 2009). Finally,
satisfaction is ultimately the most significant concern for participants in that if they are
satisfied that SL is beneficial for their purposes, whatever they may be, that the
satisfaction outweighs the issues with learnability, efficiency, memorability and errors.
With approximately 50,000 users online in SL at any given time (Nino, 2011), it is
apparent that users are finding satisfaction with SL despite these challenges.
Acceptance of SL as a Learning Environment
Acceptance by students of SL as an appropriate learning environment is another
challenge. If students have not previously been exposed to the educational uses of SL,
there is the tendency to view it as a game, rather than a learning tool (Dudeney &
Ramsay, 2009). In a study by Luo and Kemp (2008), 15% of instructors indicated that SL
was not a viable option for education, and 25% indicated that it might be a viable
educational platform for learning. In a survey by Vogel et al. (2008) of learners
44

participating in an international collaborative learning experience, students found SL to
be the least useful, on all four measures of usefulness, of five various forms of
technology for collaborative purposes.
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC)
There are several avenues for communication within SL, though the mediums are
limited to voice and text. This communication can be conducted either in public,
meaning anyone within 20 meters of a participant’s avatar can hear or read the
communication, or in private through a private chat mode between two or more avatars.
However, in the use of either form of communication, visual cues are missing from the
communication which can create miscommunication or confusion (Gaimster, 2007;
Sherblom, Withers, & Leonard, 2009). In one study by Friedman, Karniel, and Dinur
(2009) comparing group discussion in virtual and physical environments, it was found
that the discussions were richer and more on topic in the face-to-face class in comparison
to the virtual world environment. However, the discussions themselves took more time,
which can be another barrier of text-based CMC.
The Nature of the Open-Access Environment
SL is in general an open-access environment. This means that any user can access
most places within SL, unless certain restrictions are placed on the virtual land. As a
result, students must be aware of the safety and privacy concerns within the virtual world
(Baker et al., 2009). While Linden Labs (the owners of SL) have rules and guidelines
about appropriate behavior and harassment, it does not mean that students will be
protected from such negative experiences (Bugeja, 2008). In open environments,
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students can be subjected to griefing, the term used in SL for various types of harassment
(Wang & Braman, 2009). As a result, instructors and designers must determine both the
benefits and challenges of the open versus closed environment (Molka-Danielsen, 2009).
Challenges for Instructors/Instructional Designers
Assuming the requisite technical skill of instructors/instructional designers, there
are three areas of challenge for instructors and designers using SL for teaching: the idea
of “virtual worlds as unclaimed spaces” (Twining, 2009, p. 503), classroom management,
and the time it takes to prepare to teach in SL (Baker et al., 2009). The very affordances
of SL can present challenges for instructors and designers using SL for learning. SL
allows for users to create whatever they want in the world, limited only by the
technology. Therefore, the blank slate can be intimidating, especially given that the
norms and best practices for using SL are still evolving (Twining, 2009). Instructors also
have to think of classroom management in a different way than in traditional face-to-face
environments (Baker et al., 2009). For example, managing discussions in text chat can be
much more challenging because there are no visual cues for students to use to know when
another student has completed a thought. In addition, it can be very time consuming for
an instructor or designer to develop the learning environment or to deal with the various
issues such as intellectual property (Baker et al., 2009; Warburton, 2009).
Framework for Instructional Practices in Second Life
In reviewing the literature for the purposes of this study, both in terms of research
and design, one framework for examining the use of SL for instruction for the was found
to be particularly useful, despite some limitations. Mayrath, Traphagan, Jarmon, Trivedi,
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& Resta (2010) presented a framework of factors to consider when planning instruction
in SL, based on a series of studies performed in SL. The researchers performed a 2-year
pilot study in four undergraduate and three graduate classes. A total of 6 instructors and
144 students participated across the 2-year pilot study, 115 undergraduate, and 29
graduate students. Courses included English literature, communication, and instructional
technology. Data collected included a survey, interviews, observations, and instructor
and researcher reflections. Much of the training and even several of the instructional
activities took place while the students were co-present in a real-world computer lab.
Notably, during SL activities, a support team including a trainer was present for all inclass SL activities. Therefore, in many of the SL activities, a great deal of in-time realworld support was provided. Training varied in each of the activities from a single
training session to up to six hours of training. From this cross-section of course types and
activities, the researchers found that certain contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors
need to be considered in the design and implementation of SL learning experiences. The
contextual factors indicated by Mayrath et al. (2010) include: (a) student prior gaming
experience, (b) duration, and (c) frequency. Within pedagogical factors, three sub-factors
were addressed: (a) complexity of required SL skills, (b) use of SL affordances, and (c)
relevance. Logistical factors included: (a) SL usability, (b) computer issues, (c) technical
support, and (d) training. While the conclusions about the nature of this framework were
not intended to be generalized across all contexts, the framework provides a good starting
point to examine the experiences of teacher candidates in SL.
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Summary
Although there is an increased use of virtual worlds for learning both at the
university and the middle school level, the use of virtual worlds within the context of the
preparation of middle level teacher candidates has not been adequately addressed in the
literature. Challenges with traditional online learning, online teacher preparation in
general and middle level teacher preparation specifically, suggests that virtual worlds
have the potential to provide learning support for teacher candidates to better meet the
various goals of middle level teacher preparation and mitigate some of the challenges of
traditional online teacher preparation. The literature supports the idea that virtual worlds
can provide varied benefits for online teaching and learning. Various affordances of the
technology, including contextual and experiential learning, have the potential to benefit
teaching and learning. Therefore, a study of the SL experiences of online middle level
teacher candidates in a middle level methods course, and the factors that contribute to
these experiences will provide insights into the nature of this technology for middle level
teacher preparation. Additionally, this research can provide further information about
designing virtual world experiences for teacher candidates to support learning, and
mitigate online and SL learning challenges.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

According to Merriam (1998), qualitative research relies on the “key
philosophical assumption [that] reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their
social worlds. Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning people
have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their world and the experiences they
have in the world” (p. 6). This dissertation seeks greater understanding of online teacher
candidates’ experiences using SL virtual worlds as a vehicle to prepare candidates to
teach at the middle level. Therefore, a qualitative approach to this study was appropriate.
This chapter describes the methodology and design of this qualitative case study. First,
the research design, research questions, study context, and participant selection and
protection will be discussed. The procedures, data collection methodology, analysis, data
validation and trustworthiness, and my positionality follow.
Research Design
Given the context and the nature of the research questions at the center of this
study, it was determined that qualitative methodology would be the more appropriate
approach. The study focused on “how and “why” questions making a case study
methodology appropriate (Yin, 2009). Additionally, Yin’s operational definition of a
case study focused on the scope of the case study and the nature of the inquiry. In the
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discussion of “scope” Yin argued that real-life phenomena cannot be studied without
addressing the real-life context. This in turn influences the nature of the inquiry,
including the approach to design, data collection techniques, and data analysis. This study
sought to “describe an intervention and the real-life context in which it occurred,” (Yin,
2009, p. 20). The selection of case study methodology to examine the use of this
relatively nascent technology was also validated by Merriam (1998) who states “case
study has proven particularly useful for studying educational innovations” (p. 41).
The purpose of this case study was to describe and examine the experiences of
teacher candidates using virtual world technology for preparation to teach in middle
schools, within a single university, as experienced by non-traditional distance education
teacher candidates. Therefore, this study was bounded in three main ways: a single
university; a single course (middle level education); and temporally, within a single
semester. Two central questions frame this research:
1. How do fully online teacher candidates describe and make sense of their
middle level teacher preparation SL learning experiences?
2. What factors influenced these SL virtual world experiences?
Context
University and Program
This dissertation study took place at a southeastern university serving
approximately 19,000 students. The College of Education offers bachelor’s degrees in
elementary education, secondary education, special education, sports pedagogy, and
technology education. Teacher candidates in each degree program are deemed “highly
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qualified” as determined by federal No Child Left Behind requirements. Only the
elementary program requires specific coursework to address middle level education,
though the state offers overlapping licensure with elementary education teacher
candidates certified to teach Grades K-8 and secondary education candidates being
certified to teacher Grades 7-12. The state offers varied elementary education licenses
(K-6, 4-8, or K-8). Elementary education candidates attending the university in this study
were required to be middle level endorsed in two content areas by taking 21 course hours
in each content area. They must take the one middle level education general methods
preparation course as well as two middle level literacy education courses. Class size in
elementary education courses currently ranges from 30-40 candidates for face-to-face
courses and 10-20 for online courses. In the fall of 2009, the distance elementary
education program began to be offered solely via web based online instruction, using the
university implementation of WebCT. The program consists of four semesters and a
summer session, with candidates taking four courses each term.
Middle Level Education Course
Curriculum
Candidates enrolled in the middle level education methods survey course were
required to read two texts: Introduction to Middle School (Powell, 2011), and Not Much
Just Chillin’ (Perlstein, 2003). These texts were supplemented with additional resources,
as well as an online content management website where candidates access course content,
communicate with the instructor and peers, personally reflect on the field experience and
respond to prompts regarding Not Much Just Chillin’. This survey course consists of
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three units of study: (a) middle school history, philosophy, and structures, along with
young adolescent development and diversity; (b) rapport and classroom management; and
(c) curriculum, planning, instruction, and assessment. I selected one class week from
each of the three units of study to conduct in SL as will be described below.
Online Course
The online course was developed by the instructor and researcher in 2009 to
ensure parity between the face-to-face and online sections of the course. This online
course was part of the university and program transition from a more traditional distance
education program conducted via video-conferencing, to a fully online program leading
to a Bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education with licensure to teach Grades K-6 and
Grades 7 and 8 in two content areas. The online course incorporated readings, online
interaction (including threaded discussion), chat, and varied forms of assessment. The
online course used the university implementation of WebCT as its course management
platform. The online section initially enrolled 19 candidates in the spring semester of
2011, one of whom dropped out.
Instructor
The professor of record for the course taught all three sections (two face-to-face,
and one traditional online) of the middle level education course. She was an assistant
professor whose area of expertise includes middle level education. In the past, and during
the semester of this research implementation, the instructor and I collaborated on the
nature of the course including assignments, assessments, and instructional strategies. I
taught three of the 13 online class weeks in SL to the voluntary participants from the
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traditional online class and other voluntary non-participant face-to-face candidates over
the course of the semester. While the face-to-face candidates are not part of the study,
their interaction with the primary participants played a role in the experience.
SL Environments for Middle Level Education
I rented a quarter sim on Eduisland 9, a virtual island dedicated to education in
SL. Other renters on Eduisland 9 include SL National Board Certified Teacher Network,
the Tennessee Educational Technology Association, and Tennessee Coordinated School
Health for Teachers. The renters on this island do not use the land for commercial
purposes. The quarter sim was not uniform in shape, but rather somewhat jagged since it
was rented around other existing renters (see Figure 3.1). I developed three environments,
based partially on content and partially on the affordances of SL for adapting learning
environments. For each class session, an agenda board and homework board were
displayed. Chapter 4 provides more information on each environment.

Figure 3.1

Quarter sim overview.
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Class Sessions
Because the teacher candidates had not pre-planned their schedules to
accommodate synchronous learning experiences, I allowed participants to choose from
two class days and times for each unit class session in SL. This option aimed to ensure
participation given that synchronous experiences were not a required part of the course.
Classes were held on Mondays from 5:00-8:00 p.m. or on Wednesdays from 7:00-10:00
p.m.. The later class better accommodated those who worked during the day and/or had
children. The participants’ husbands were more often home and able to help put the
children to sleep by this time.
Teacher Candidate Participants
The target population for this study included teacher candidates enrolled in a
general middle level education methods course, as part of an online license granting
undergraduate degree program. All participants were selected using prior identified
criteria: all were undergraduate teacher candidates, all were enrolled in the online middle
level education course, and all agreed to use SL for three of the class weeks. The research
questions were specific to this population of teacher candidates and the content of the
given course, which resulted in an appropriate sample. Online teacher candidates
volunteered to participate, agreeing to participate in two hours of training, class sections
hosted in SL, and interviews and other aspects of data collection.
Nineteen teacher candidates were initially enrolled in the only online middle level
education course offered during spring of 2011. One candidate dropped the course midsemester. Initially, eight teacher candidates from the online section of the middle level
education course consented to participate. However, only six online candidates completed
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the pre-experience survey for participation and initial training, and only five participated
throughout the entire semester. Concerns about the additional amount of time required
(training, surveys, interviews), and technical issues resulted in the smaller participant
sample. In addition, after the first class session one traditional online participant was
unable to complete her participation. The online candidate had excessive technical
difficulties, initially with inadequate Internet access, and then with audio failure resulting
in her withdrawal from the study.
All teacher candidate participants in this study were pursuing an undergraduate
degree in Elementary Education through an online program, leading to K-8 grade
teaching license with endorsements to teach in at least two content areas for Grades 7 and
8. Like most elementary education teacher candidates, online candidates tend to be
female. They are usually more established than the traditional face-to-face teacher
candidate population, with children, other jobs, and they have a higher overall median
age (Koeppen & Griffith, 2003; Walsh, et al., 2005). This was the case during the
semester of this study as Table 3.1 shows. In addition to the SL participants, other online
candidates in the middle level education course were asked for consent to use their test
scores and assignment artifacts as points of comparison to the SL participants. All but
three of the teacher candidates consented. Teacher candidates from the face-to-face
sections of the middle level education course were also invited to participate in the SL
class sessions. Therefore, the online participants were integrated with some of the faceto-face candidates in each SL class session.
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Table 3.1

SL Participant Demographics

Pseudonym

Ethnicity

Age

Married

Children

Sarah
Kay
Elizabeth
Christine
Judi

Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian

26-35
23-25
26-35
26-35
46+

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Learning Preferences
(self-described)
Interactive/ social
Visual/ hands-on
Hands-on/ visual
Auditory
Hands-on

Measures for Ethical Protection of Participants
Prior to data collection, an Institutional Review Board (IRB) application for the
conduct of the study was completed and approved to protect the rights of participants by
the university’s IRB. (see approval in Appendix A). The IRB process addressed certain
key concerns. First, as a teaching assistant for the course, I did not grade assignments
associated with classes taught in SL. Second, the course instructor was not privy to any
data other than class work and attendance except through the use of pseudonyms; in
addition, the participants self-selected their SL avatar name to protect their privacy.
Third, participants were provided with an online consent form informing them of their
rights. These forms were digitally signed. Fourth, participants were allowed to opt out of
the study or any component of the study at any time. Fifth, participants were assured that
their identities would be protected with pseudonyms for any published work. Sixth, to
ensure that the use of SL did not have a negative effect on test grades, test item analysis
provided through the WebCT system was reviewed and found to be comparable between
the two groups. Finally, the nature of this research study did not present a situation where
the participants would be publicly embarrassed or harmed.
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To protect the integrity of data and confidentiality of participants, once data
linkage was completed, only pseudonyms were used as participant identifiers. All hand
written notes with identifying information were shredded after transcription, and all
computers were password protected. Additionally, the primary computer was equipped
with an online backup service (i.e., Carbonite) that backs up files in real time to a
password protected and encrypted server off site in case of theft, damage, or technical
failure of the computer.
Procedures
Participant Recruiting
Participant recruiting occurred during the first and second week of January 2011.
An initial informational email was sent to the online candidates. Additional information
and a recruiting video were provided for all teacher candidates via the WebCT system
(see Recruiting video script in Appendix B). Teacher candidates received an email (see
Appendix C) asking them to review the video, and the two online consent forms. The
email was distributed no more than three times.
Participant Training
Candidate participants attended two 1-hour training sessions in SL. These training
sessions covered the basic skills needed to function in SL as a class participant. Training
agendas are attached in Appendix D. More details about the training process are in
Chapter 4.
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Participant Class Sessions
I selected three class topics, one from each unit of study, to teach. Each was
taught twice during the week that the unit topic was being taught. Participants could
attend either offering of each of the three unit classes. Each session lasted approximately
2-3 hours, with one 5-10 minute break. Candidates from the face-to-face class sessions
were also invited to attend instead of attending their face-to-face class sessions.
I taught each class session held in SL. I have taught seven sections of the course
over the past 2.5 years. I collaborated with the instructor of record for the course to
ensure that class sessions presented face-to-face, online, and in SL were equivalent. This
both facilitated and hampered the use of SL for teaching and learning. To ensure parity
with the class sessions held in the real world, the SL class sessions were constrained in
their ability to take full advantage of the affordances of the virtual world technology. For
example, the face-to-face course was somewhat dependent on PowerPoint and lecture. As
a result, each SL class session contained the same PowerPoint content and presentation.
Briefly the class sessions were as follows:
1. Unit 1 SL class: Structures of middle school. This class session focused on the
structures of middle schools, including the structures of people (teaming,
advisory, etc.), time (bell schedules), and place (school, building, class
environment and structure). After this lesson, teacher candidates had to
complete an assignment regarding the structures of middle school in all of
these areas. This included creating a classroom layout appropriate to their
content area and method of instruction. Teacher candidates were given the
option to complete the classroom in SL or through another method.
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2. Unit 2 SL class: Maintaining a positive, productive learning environment.
This class session focused on the class climate (including teacher-student
relationships) and planning and instruction for preventative classroom
management.
3. Unit 3 SL class: Backward Planning. The focus of this course was on writing
goals and objectives and assessment, with very limited time on planning and
differentiation. This class session introduced a planning and assessment
project and was structured to explain the content and the assignment
simultaneously.
Data Collection
I collected varied data to facilitate an understanding of the experiences of teacher
candidates in SL. Data collected included: (a) interviews, (b) surveys, (c) observations
and interactions including chat logs, (d) snapshots collected throughout the duration of
the course, (e) course artifacts including tests, class assignments, syllabus, agendas, and
so forth, (f) a researcher journal, and (g) participant session logs. The collection of
multiple sources of data supported data supported data triangulation and trustworthiness
(Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009). A detailed timeline of data
collection and procedures is included in Appendix E.
Data Sources
Data collection occurred over a five month period. Additional details about each
data source follows.
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Participant Interviews
Although the study design focused on case study methods, the interviews were
influenced by phenomenological methods, in which questions elicited the description of
participant experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Initially, I asked questions aimed at drawing
out the experiences of the participant. More focused questions elicited the experiences of
the teacher candidates in SL in four areas of educational effectiveness, a framework
adopted and modified by Bransford et al. (2005): (a) characteristics of the participants,
(b) nature of the content (including engagement, motivation, challenges), (c) teaching and
learning activities, and (d) criterial tasks (see Appendix F). I asked about the overall
experience, their experiences with the environment, specific instructional strategies, and
so forth. The interviews helped to validate experiences elucidated from other data sources
and expand upon them to provide as rich an understanding of the participants’
experiences as possible. The synchronous semistructured interview format was selected
to address the four areas of educational effectiveness indicated above, but to allow for a
less formal interview and to ensure that participants “perspectives and understandings of
the world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 74) could also be captured in the process. For example, the
first question was usually a broad question asking the participants to discuss their overall
experiences with a given class session. The semistructured interviews were flexible, but
not random (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) which allowed me to ask questions in response to the
discussion at hand, rather than limiting the questions to a set of preconceived notions
about what was important (Merriam, 1998). The experiences in each class session
shaped the interviews, with recall promoted through visual elicitation methods (Salmons,
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2012), including the use of snapshots of class activities or navigating through the virtual
environment, as necessary to prompt discussion (see discussion of snapshots below).
Participants had completed a post-class-session survey used to inform the post
class interviews (see Appendix G for post-class survey). Essentially, the individual post
class in-depth interviews were performed, “taking place over an extended period of time,
not just a single sitting” (Yin, 2009, p. 107), with the entirety of each interview lasting for
approximately two and a half hours. Interviews were conducted after each class session to
focus discussion on the individual class session and teacher candidate experiences in the
given session to support better recall (Yin, 2009). The semistructured interview was
performed with all but two participants after each of the three SL classes to elucidate
their experiences with each class (see Table 3.2). Due to scheduling issues, two
participants had to combine their first and second class interviews. The final interview
both discussed the third SL class and obtained an overall picture of the participants’
experiences.

Table 3.2

Location and Nature of Interviews

Pseudonym

Post Unit 1

Sarah

SL – Cushions Chat
by water
SL – Cushions Audio
by water
N/A
N/A

Kay
Elizabeth
Christine
Peggy

SL – Cushions
by water
N/A

Audio/ Chat Post Unit 2

Audio
N/A

SL - Campfire
by water
SL - Campfire
by water
SL – Campfire
by water
SL - Campfire
by water
SL - Campfire
by water
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Audio/
Chat

Post Unit 3/ Final

Audio/ Chat

Chat

SL – Sky Islands

Chat

Chat

Google Voice

Audio

Chat

Google Voice

Audio

Chat

SL – Sky Islands

Chat

Chat

SL – Sky Islands

Chat

To provide participants with the most comfortable environment for interviews and
to promote trustworthiness (Merriam, 1998), the participants had several choices as to the
SL setting and method by which to conduct the interviews (see Table 3.2). The interviews
took place in a casual waterside setting on cushions or around a campfire and in the
islands in the sky multiple intelligence build gazebo (see Figure 3.2) created in SL.
Although participants were given the opportunity to choose the interview location, none
took this option and all accepted the two starting sites: the waterside setting and the sky
islands, for those interviews conducted in SL. SL affords the opportunity to conduct
synchronous interviews via chat or voice, or a combination thereof. Initially, the intention
was to conduct the interviews via voice as much as possible, but during the first set of
interviews it became clear that this was a burden on the participants as a result of
technical issues or of their location during the interview. In the initial series of interviews,
participants were often in public locations or with family, where they did not necessarily
wish to speak audibly, or their headsets were not working. As a result, all but two of the
post-class one and two interviews were conducted via text chat. Also, with text chat, the
participants could maintain additional anonymity during the semester itself, making the
option to use text appropriate to protect participants and to elicit the most honest
responses possible, unless the participants chose to use voice. Final interviews, which
were conducted after grades were posted, were also conducted according to participant
preference. However, the two audio interviews were conducted after a delay and I gave
the participants the opportunity to conduct the interview via telephone, using Google
Voice technology to record the interviews. The text chat interviews were collected from
the chat communication for analysis. Chat was either copied from the text chat window
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or retrieved from the chat logs stored by SL. The first two voice interviews were
recorded via Camtasia software, and the last two via Google Voice. The audio interviews
were transcribed verbatim before analysis.

A

B

Figure 3.2

Images of interview locations.

A: Campfire Interview with picture of prior class displayed to prompt the interview
discussion.
B: Gazeebo interview location in the sky islands.
The use of chat or audio interviews as opposed to face-to-face presented certain
challenges (Hewson & Laurent, 2008; Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Salmons, 2012). Extralinguistic cues are missing, which are normally present in face-to-face interview. Without
these cues, it was more possible to promote misunderstanding, which necessitates a
higher degree of clarification questions. Also, it can be a greater challenge to develop
rapport with a participant. Rapport was developed before the first interview through
interaction during the two hours of training, the first two-hour class, and the other
communication/interaction. Another challenge I encountered, not found in the literature,
63

was the time it took to conduct an interview via text chat. Participants did not type as
quickly as they speak. However, the perceived anonymity of online interviews can also
promote fuller disclosure (Hewson & Laurent, 2008; Opdenakker, 2006; Salmons, 2012).
When I reviewed the data, this anonymity did play a role in the general experience for
two of the participants, and likely resulted in more open and truthful interview responses.
Also, according to Salmons (2012), using SL, the context of the participant experience, as
the tool by which to obtain the interview data, I was mirroring the interaction and
experiences being studied.
Surveys
The data gleaned from the surveys were used to help triangulate data collected
through other means as well as to provide “richer detail” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.
41). All surveys were distributed and completed online using the open source program
Lime Survey®. The survey mechanisms are both hosted on my website,
www.learnbydesign.net. The pre and post-experience survey links were provided via
email. I provided a link to each post-class survey to the participants at the end of each
class. Consent information was included in each survey. Participants typed their names to
indicate that their participation in the survey indicates their consent to use the data from
each survey. The initial pre-experience survey consisted of demographic questions as
well as information about previous experiences; comfort level with computer technology;
and a computer anxiety scale (see Appendix H). A post-class survey was administered
after each class session (see Appendix G). This survey was used to support interviews,
provide prompts for interview questions and support observational and interview data.
Questions included an overall rating of the given class session with follow-up ratings on
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those factors that the participants believed were most significant contributors to the
overall rating. Other questions focused on collaboration, engagement, sense of presence,
sense of co-presence, the environment itself, and ease of participation. A post-experience
survey was also administered (see Appendix I). The post-experience survey included
Likert scale questions about perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, intention to use
the technology, telepresence, flow, interactivity, challenges, engagement, and ratings of
each instructional activity or strategy used throughout the classes. The survey included
qualitative questions about the training experience, characteristics of the individual
teacher candidates, usefulness of the learning experiences overall, and so forth.
Participant Observation/Interaction
Observations took the form of participant observation. I was not “merely a
passive observer” (Yin, 2009, p. 111). As the teacher and the researcher in this study I
was not isolated from the research activities or the participants. This method may carry
both benefits and challenges. Benefits included being “inside” the case and potentially
portraying a more accurate picture of the cases at issue in this study (Yin, 2009).
However, challenges included the fact that as a participant, bias may result from the my
ability to manipulate events, as well as from reflexivity (Yin, 2009).
Participant observations in SL focused on the environment and participant
interaction with the environment, peers, and me through the course of the various
instructional and learning activities. Observations of the interaction with the environment
focused on exploration/movement within the world as well as when avatars use “touch”
features with objects to obtain items or additional information, I observed interaction
with participants by monitoring audio and text communication between participants and
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other SL users. SL provides for both private and “local” communication in audio and
text. Local communication allows for all users within 20 “feet” of the communicator to
“hear” conversations. This necessitated relatively close proximity to the participant,
eliminating the possibility of being an unobtrusive observer. Under these conditions,
informal interviews or conversations occurred, providing a richer discussion of the
participants’ experiences.
Class sessions were recorded via Camtasia software that captures the screen and
audio content. This allowed me to observe the class sessions after they occurred and to
more fully analyze the events that took place from a more etic perspective. The
technology allowed me to be both an insider and a more objective outsider, however, as
with all qualitative research, a certain amount of interaction and subjectivity are to be
expected (Merriam, 1998). I reviewed the videos and added additional notes to my
researcher’s journal.
Snapshots
Snapshots in SL (essentially screen captures) were taken of participants’ in-world
to provide a greater understanding of their experiences (see Figure 3.3). A snapshot icon
and button in the SL program allowed participants, including me, to take a picture from
many different perspectives or viewpoints. The snapshot can be taken first person, or the
camera can be controlled to take a picture from any number of perspectives. The SL
snapshot default removes avatar names that hover over each avatar. In addition, Snagit
was used to take screen captures that include avatar names. New avatar users often use
default body shapes that make them difficult to distinguish. It was important to have
some screen captures that also capture avatar names to ensure that the avatars were
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appropriately identified for observational analysis. Snapshots of participants in their
environment taken during observation served as documentation of observations/
experiences and as a way to elicit discussion (Salmons, 2012) in interviews. In addition,
the snapshots provided a visual representation in the report to help readers better
understand the experience of teacher candidates in SL.

Figure 3.3

Snapshot icon from SL viewer.

Course Artifacts
I collected course artifacts including tests, class assignments, syllabus, agendas,
and so forth. During the course of the semester, teacher candidates took three tests and a
final exam. Candidates also participated in class activities and completed several
assignments, including the “structures of middle schools” assignment and a planning,
instruction, and assessment project. These were of particular interest because two of the
three class sessions focused heavily on these topics. The instructor provided me with
access to the tests and assignments for those candidates who provided consent. This data
included tests and assignments from the SL participants as well as from members of the
class who consented to release this information. The data from the non-SL participants
will be used to ensure that the SL participants did not suffer ill effects from participating
in the SL classes and as a basis for anecdotal comparison.
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Research Journal
Observations and informal interactions were recorded in my research journal. I
also recorded other thoughts about the process. This journal consisted of both hand
written and computer based notes. Both were entered into a series of QSR’s Nvivo
qualitative files and memos stored on my hard drive.
Participant Session Logs
Participant activity in the school area was logged for both class and non-class
time, including interviews. Participants had the option of spending additional time in the
SL virtual middle school, to explore parts of the school and to set up their own classroom
if they chose. Also, candidates were able to revisit presentations or other resources. A
session logger (created by Rabbit Stats, http://www.rabbitstats.com/) was located in the
school area. It generates an email report each 24 hours regarding participant time spent in
the area, in 5 minute increments (see Appendix J). Only avatar names, not real names,
were recorded, though some participants used their real name or university identifier as
their avatar name. In this way, an approximation of total time spent in the virtual school
was determined.
Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis approaches were used to address the two research
questions. According to Merriam (1998)
Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making
sense out of data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what
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people have said and what the research has seen and read - it is the process
of making meaning. (p. 178)
The candidates were the initial unit of analysis. Initially, a narrative description of
each candidate’s SL experience was generated based on the collection and review of the
various data sources, including interviews, observations, surveys, snapshots, and so forth.
All data sources related to the experience were reviewed iteratively to inductively deduce
the nature of the experience during training, and each subsequent class session. Individual
case analysis was performed inductively, searching for patterns of meaning in the data in
order to make general statements about the candidates’ experiences through the constant
comparative method (Merriam, 1998). All data were initially read and reread to gain a
deeper understanding of the data.
A start list of codes was developed based on the literature regarding the
affordances and challenges of SL (see Appendix K). Then, as the data were coded, any
codes emerging from the data were added. For example, issues of time management, and
distractions emerged as issues affecting the candidates during the experience. Manual
coding was completed using QSR NVivo 8. Once the data were coded, the data were
reviewed and recoded to verify accuracy and consistency of coding. Based on the
constant comparative review of the data and the coding, the narratives were written.
Before any further analysis, the narratives were sent to candidates to review for clarity,
correction, and elaboration. All candidates replied that the narratives and initial analysis
were an accurate portrayal of their experiences.
Each candidate’s holistic narrative was then used as a basis for cross-case
analysis. Cross-case interpretations are more robust than those from a single case studies
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(Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009). Also, post-experience survey quantitative data was compiled
to provide an additional point of comparison for the candidate experiences. From this
data, and a review of the narratives, a matrix was created for each of the cases to further
elucidate patterns or themes. Cross-case assertions about shared meaning applied to the
SL experience were made from analysis of the narratives and quantitative data.
Researcher’s Positionality
Finally, the following clarifies my researcher’s positionality and thoughts about
this experience to frame my analysis and reporting of this study. This information should
be used by the reader as the lens from which this analysis, and to provide a degree of
trustworthiness. My Curriculum Vitae is also included in Appendix L.
I am a PhD candidate in the Department of Curriculum, Instruction, and Special
Education with a focus on the use of technology to support learning and middle level
teacher education. I previously taught middle school for six years, teaching social studies,
introduction to computers, yearbook, and technology education. I was also the technology
coordinator in charge of technology acquisitions, technology professional development
and promoting technology integration during that time. While I do not see technology as
a panacea to solve all education ills, I am a proponent of technology integration and
believe technology is a great resource. I also believe that both teacher candidates and inservice teachers can effectively use technology to extend and advance their content
knowledge, instructional skill base, technological pedagogical knowledge base, and
general productivity. It can also be used to achieve certain educational goals or provide
educational experiences that might not be possible without such technology.
Additionally, as teacher candidates become more immersed in a technologically rich
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environment, and as technology is increasingly important in preparing candidates for the
workforce, I believe that teachers will need to use technology progressively to engage,
and educate digital natives more effectively, and to support teacher candidates learning of
21st century learning skills. This requires the appropriate preparation of all teacher
candidates to be able to meet the needs of their future students. The simulation platform
of SL is one technological tool that could be beneficial in meeting the learning needs of
online teacher candidates and preparing them to work with new forms of technology.
I have been aware of SL almost since its inception and periodically over the years
reviewed various practitioner-oriented articles about its use for educational purposes. At
one point in the early 2000s, I installed SL and explored it briefly. I found it interesting,
and thought it had educational potential, but I concluded that it was not developed
sufficiently or used enough to be particularly useful at that time. In January of 2008, my
participation in the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) resulted in
my return to SL. ISTE had an active presence in SL, as well as other virtual worlds, with
areas used to educate teachers on how best to use various forms of technology in the
classroom. After my return to SL, I periodically attended different events held at the
ISTE island, such as teacher socials where members gather to network and discuss
educational issues. I am also an active member of an online SL group of social studies
educators known as the Virtual Pioneers (VP). The VP meet twice a month for various
historically-based interactive events. I also attended several other more formal events
including in-world conferences involving people from around the globe.
My participation in SL gave me an increasing interest in the potential of SL for
education in general, with specific interests in its use by teacher candidates. This interest
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led me to use SL with teacher candidates for one activity in a prior semester to test the
environment and my ability to use it as a teacher. Additionally, during the course of my
doctoral program, I have had the opportunity to teach seven sections of the middle level
education survey course for elementary education majors which demonstrates the level of
experience I have had with this particular course content. Therefore, I have both the
content background and the technological skill to implement this research.
Data Validation and Trustworthiness
The goal of qualitative research is to gain understanding, as opposed to testing a
hypothesis (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, trustworthiness is more essential to ensuring
research meets certain requirements than reliability and validity which are so significant
in quantitative research (Merriam, 1998). I used several approaches to promote
trustworthiness and internal validity in the data collection, analysis and findings. First,
through the use of multiple data sources, including interviews, quick surveys, and
observations, I triangulated the data sources to promote trustworthiness (Creswell, 2003;
Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). For example, I compared survey responses
about a given topic (e.g., usefulness) with data from the interviews. Second, member
checks and notes about observations/informal interactions were performed. Third, a
synthesis of each participant’s experiences and analysis were sent to the participant for
review and comments. Fourth, I incorporated rich thick description, along with snapshots,
of the experiences of the participants to help illuminate the experiences so that the
findings and discussion will be develop sufficient credibility.
As with any research, certain threats to validity will exist. One potential issue is
the nature of convenience sampling in this study. According to Fraenkel and Wallen
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(2006), sometimes random or systematic nonrandom sampling is impossible, but their
absence creates the potential for bias. In this study, it would be impossible to select a
random or systematic sample of participants given the hardware requirements to use SL.
Currently, given the technical and hardware requirements, conducting study using
anything but a convenience sample would be almost impossible. The necessity of
participants having the requisite technology, (both hardware and stable Internet access)
limited the participant pool (Salmons, 2012). However, in this study, all candidates in the
course, who volunteered to participate in the SL classes, were of interest. This sampling
methodology was thus necessary to achieve the goals of the study (Patton, 2002), which
made it appropriate for this research study. Miles and Huberman (1994) also state that
“the most useful generalizations from qualitative studies are analytic, not ‘sample-to
population’ (italics in original source, p. 28).
Another potential threat was the possible unwillingness of participants to be
honest about their experiences in SL. To address this issue, participants were informed
that they would be identified by pseudonyms to promote confidentiality and honesty and
that any snapshots used in published documents would not include avatar names.
Participants were regularly reminded to provide honest answers in interviews and
surveys, not the answers they thought I wanted to hear. Also, through regular contact
with participants, I achieved good rapport, making participants more comfortable and
willing to be honest. I was not responsible for assigning candidate grades and the final
interview and survey took place after the course grades were posted.
Observations and interviews in SL were unlike traditional real world observations
in that certain aspects of observations and interviews were impossible or difficult to
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ascertain. For example, SL users must purposefully employ body language through
gesture features. In the real world, body language and social cues are an additional source
of information that can provide the interviewer with feedback to help guide the interview
(Opdenakker, 2006; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). In addition, with text chat, tone and attitude
cannot be detected as easily as with audio, potentially resulting in miscommunication. It
was found that text-based emoticons were often used by teacher candidates, and I
mirrored these, as appropriate, to help with tone. These challenges required me to clarify
by restating participants’ statements to them to ensure that I understood the meaning of
their words and am accurately representing their experiences. An overall summary of
each participant’s experience in SL was generated as a method of member checking the
data and ensuring my interpretations of their perspectives were accurate. Each participant
was provided the opportunity to correct any misconceptions or elaborate on any areas
they believed were not addressed properly.
Summary
This chapter focused on the purpose and case study research methodology
employed in this study. The purpose of the study was to describe and examine the
experiences of teacher candidates using virtual world technology for preparation to teach
in middle schools. The following chapter provides an overview of the overall shared
learning experience, individual participant experience narratives, an analysis of these
experiences, and the findings.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

To reiterate, the two primary questions used in this study were:
1. How do fully online teacher candidates describe and make sense of their
middle level teacher preparation SL learning experiences?
2. What factors influenced these SL virtual world experiences?
With these questions in mind an overview of the learning experiences will be provided,
including each class session to present the context for each candidate’s SL experience.
This will be followed by a discussion of each candidate’s individual experiences in SL
and an analysis comparing the experiences.
SL Course Experience Overview
Over the course of the semester, one week of study from each of the three online
course units of instruction were designed and presented in SL. To accommodate the
various schedules of the candidates and to encourage participation, each SL class was
presented two times during the given week that the topic was addressed in the course,
yielding two sessions for each SL class presentation. As much as possible, both class
sessions for each unit class were conducted similarly, covering the same content, and
consisting of the same class activities.
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Preparation and Training
Prior to training, I sent the candidates an email requesting they complete the presurvey, sign up for SL accounts, install the SL software, and email me their avatar names.
In the email, I included both a link to the survey and an SLURL to the middle school in
SL. I sent the SLURL as opposed to a link to the main site where they could join and
download the SL viewer. I set up this link using an SL SLURL because it allowed the
candidates to register and join, but ensured that the first time they logged on, their avatars
would arrive at my virtual middle school, rather than one of the other new member
locations. Some of the new-member orientation locations in SL have been taken over by
griefers or people who like to bother new members. The creation and use of the SLURL
helped to ensure that my candidates were directed to the appropriate location and avoided
a negative initial experience.
During this time, the candidates selected their avatar names and chose their initial
default avatars. All but one of the five candidates used a name that made them
identifiable in the virtual world, either using a form of their real name, or a university
identifier. I had not anticipated this, or I would have instructed them to choose something
else so they would be less identifiable for their own anonymity. During the time of the
study SL changed their avatar naming policy. Up until this time, users could create their
first names, but had to select a last name from a limited list of choices. As a result, I did
not anticipate this issue.
Initially, the candidates (all female) had the choice between five female avatars.
They could have selected from the male avatars as well, but none chose to do so. Three of
the default female avatars were selected and used by the five candidates. Christine and
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Kay initially selected a blonde avatar with medium length hair. Robin and Susan chose
the brunette with the shortest hair. Elizabeth selected a darker skinned brunette with a
ponytail. My avatar had evolved over the time that I had been using SL but is now stable.
While SL provides several avatar options that can be edited, users can also purchase
various items to alter their avatar including hair, shapes, and skin. I purchased all three
for less than about five dollars. These were purchased to make my avatar more
representative of my real world self.
After a few days, I followed up with another email reminding them that when
they logged in for the first time, they would arrive at the school and also that I would be
friending them in SL once I had received their avatar names. I gave them my avatar name
so that they knew who the friend request was from. Having joined SL several years ago, I
did not have the option of selecting my last name in SL. Therefore, the candidates would
not be able to connect my real world identity to my SL identity.
After a few more days, I sent an additional email regarding the SL training. I
decided to break the training into two one-hour sessions for two reasons. First, I did not
want to overwhelm the candidates with learning new skills. Second, I wanted to make it
easier for the candidates to find the time to attend the training given that they were
volunteering to participate. To ensure small groups, and to provide for flexibility, I
offered the training on multiple days, and at varying times of the day. Because the
training occurred over so many sessions, each candidate had unique training experiences.
Candidates took part in two one-hour training sessions in using SL and SLOODLE over a
two-week period of time. The training agenda is attached in Appendix D. Training
decisions were made based on my previous experiences training new SL users and on the
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types of skills I knew the participants would need to participate in the three class
sessions.
The first training session primarily consisted of general SL skills using an inworld training module on Virtual Ability Island (VAI; see Figure 4.1), which I guided
using voice and/or chat communication. This training included the basics of movement,
flying, text communication, group membership, changing views, sitting, and changing
clothes.

A

B

Figure 4.1

C

D

Virtual Ability Island interactive training images.

A: Entrance with instructions on basic maneuvering.
B: Tutorial on view features.
C: Sitting practice.
D: Interacting in SL using pose balls to dance.
The second training session, held on Eduisland 9 where classes were held,
consisted of SLOODLE (see definitions) training and registration, audio checks and a
few additional SL skills including basic object movement and editing (see Figure 4.2).
Each training was offered several times as needed to accommodate candidate schedules,
because it could not be conducted during class time. Therefore, the training sessions
included between one and five candidates for any given session.
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A

B

Figure 4.2

Moving and editing objects in SL training.

A: Moving a chair.
B: Creating and editing boards.

Prior to Each SL Class
Prior to each SL class week, I sent candidates an email including reminders and
all the documents that the candidates would need to participate. The attachments included
a copy of the PowerPoint slides so that candidates could elaborate and take notes as we
discussed the slides. The PowerPoint slides were converted to image files, uploaded to
SL, and used in presentation boards that simulate PowerPoint presentations. I attached
any assignments I would be explaining in class. I also included a copy of the class
agenda. I reminded students about the meeting location, date(s), and time(s). Also, prior
to each class session, I sent a group cell phone text message reminding candidates about
the class 15 minutes before class began.

79

SL Unit 1 Class: The Structures of Middle Level Education
SL Unit 1: Overview
The first SL class sessions were presented during the last week of the first unit of
study (see Table 4.1), addressing structures of middle level education. The first unit
addressed the nature of middle school, middle school philosophy, young adolescent
development and diversity, and structures of middle school. The following week, the
candidates had to take their exam on this unit, and turn in their first major assignment on
middle school structures.

Table 4.1
Date
January 10

Unit 1 Schedule of Topics
Topics
Introduction to Course & Explanation of Major Assignments
General Discussion of Middle Schools and Young Adolescents
Discussion “What is a Middle School?” /Middle School History and Philosophy
(Chapter 1)

January 17

NO CLASS DUE TO UNIVERSITY HOLIDAY

January 24

Complete “What is a Middle School?
Development of Middle Level Learners: Physical, Emotional, Social, Intellectual
& Character Development (Chapter 2)

January 31

Diversity Among Middle Level Students & How Diversity WILL Influence Your
Practice (Chapter 3)
Societal Context of Middle Level Education (Chapter 5)

February 7

Structures of Middle Level Education (Chapter 6)
(SL class)

SL Unit 1: Virtual Environment
I designed and built a virtual middle school on my rented land for the purposes of
this study based on my instructional needs (see Figure 4.3). The school consisted of four
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floors, with seven classrooms per floor on the top three floors. Initially it was unknown
how many teacher candidates would participate and I wanted to ensure a classroom space
for each. A classroom was assigned to each teacher candidate with a name placard placed
outside their respective classrooms. A teleporter located near the main office was
configured to transport participant avatars to their respective classrooms. Candidates
could individually design their own virtual classroom spaces with which they could
consider issues of instruction and management. The school was also designed to provide
a catalyst for discussion about middle school structures of place, including such concepts
as room arrangement by team vs. content area, based on knowledge gained through
reading and class discussion.

Figure 4.3

Virtual middle school.

I designed the bottom floor for administrative functions and to simulate the
middle school environment. The first floor included a main office, with an office for the
principal (see Figure 4.4), a conference room (see Figure 4.5), a health office, and a
resource room where objects for classrooms could be acquired. The library used for the
initial whole group interaction was also located on the first floor (see Figure 4.5). School
libraries are commonly used for faculty meetings and professional development, and the
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candidates participating in this study were treated as faculty in this virtual middle school.
Therefore, initial whole group instructional activities took place in the virtual library to
simulate real world experiences that the candidates will have as teachers.

A
Figure 4.4

B
Offices.

A: Main office.
B: Principal’s office.

B

A
Figure 4.5

Other virtual school facilities.

A: Conference room.
B: Library.
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SL Unit 1: Virtual Class Curriculum and Instruction
The first-unit SL class involved greeting the students as they arrived by the
flagpole and directing them to the library where we began class (see Figure 4.6). For this
class session, much of the environment I designed mirrored the real-world, with changes
to facilitate maneuvering in the virtual world. For example, none of the rooms had doors,
to make movement between spaces easier. The doorways were extra wide to make it
easier for new users to enter various rooms because maneuvering in narrow spaces is
difficult for new SL users. Ceilings were unusually high in comparison to the real world
to accommodate the avatar camera position which is slightly above and to the left of the
avatar. If ceilings were shorter, the candidates would have potentially been viewing what
was on the next floor of the school, rather than focusing on their avatar’s actual location.
Also, it has been reported that some people feel slightly claustrophobic in rooms that
simulate real-world ceiling heights (Sweeney & Adams, 2009).

A
Figure 4.6

B
Unit 1 SL class setting.

A: The flag pole was used as a landmark for meeting students.
B: In the first class, I directed students to the library where class began.
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The candidates entered the library and most sat down, letting the norms of realworld behavior influence virtual world behavior. I asked the candidates to click on the
SLOODLE chat box to register their chat messages, as a way to back up the chat log
stored by SL. The class agenda was posted on a virtual signboard (see Figure 4.7) for
candidates to review. As a group, we discussed changes in the course field experience,
made sure that their rapport projects that were due that week were turned in online, and
discussed the first exam that was coming up the following week.

Figure 4.7

Unit 1 SL class agenda.

After addressing SL technical concerns, and administrative course issues, we
reviewed prior course content. The course had covered student diversity and the middle
school concept in the two weeks prior to the SL class. Therefore, at the beginning of this
first SL class we reviewed this content. The candidates created a Venn diagram on their
own paper comparing characteristics of the junior high against characteristics of the
middle school concept. During the course of the semester, we work on demonstrating the
use of certain evidence-based instructional practices such as identifying similarities and
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differences and the Venn diagram was a simple example of this type of instructional
practice.
The second part of the review asked each candidate to list, on the same sheet of
paper, as many types of student diversity as possible without looking at the text. Again,
we used this as a way to review content previously learned and as a way to formatively
assess student learning and to spur classroom discussion. We discussed both review
topics. Student diversity and the middle school concept were addressed in the two weeks
prior to the SL class. They submitted this work via email.
In this SL class, I introduced the structures of middle schools, including the
structures of people, time, and place. We focused on three characteristics of effective
middle schools as delineated by This We Believe (National Middle School Association,
2010).
•

Organizational structures foster purposeful learning and meaningful
relationships.

•

The school environment is inviting, safe, inclusive, and supportive of all.

•

Educators use multiple learning and teaching approaches. (p. 14)

School structures play an important role in effective schooling for young
adolescents (National Middle School Association, 2010). To this end, we discussed the
following organizational structures: (a) bell schedules, including block and flexible block
schedules, (b) interdisciplinary teaming, (c) common planning time, (d) tracking, as a
problematic structure for middle school students, (e) looping, (f) schools within schools,
(g) multiage grouping, and (h) magnet schools. We addressed each concept briefly, using
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the SL PowerPoint-like presentation board, so that the teacher candidates could achieve a
degree of familiarity with these structures prior to encountering them in a school.
We also covered ways to create an inviting, safe, inclusive and supportive school
environment. To this end, we further discussed interdisciplinary teaming as a way to
make young adolescents feel like they belong in the school. We also discussed the class
environment and the role it plays in making students feel welcome.
The final component of discussion was how the structure of the classroom must be
appropriate for both creating a safe and inviting space, and supporting varied
instructional strategies. We considered the importance of varying instructional strategies
in the classroom and how that impacts physical classroom arrangement. After introducing
the idea of classroom environment and design as a structure of place, I asked the
candidates to follow me out of the library to a teleporter. The teleporter was configured
with links to locations throughout the school. I asked the candidates to take the teleporter
to the location closest to the first of three demonstration classrooms that I had prepared
and instructed them to wait for me there. I waited to join them until all candidates had
teleported. At that point I directed the students to enter the first classroom in front of us.
I designed three demonstration classrooms based on three types of instruction:
direct instruction, group work, and demonstration or discussion. This provided for
discussions and experiences within those different environments to better help the
participants understand how those structures influenced classroom management, the
learning environment, and so forth. Each classroom included 24 student chair-desks, a
teacher’s desk and chair, file cabinets, book shelves, trash cans, a pencil sharpener, chalk
boards and a white board. Note: 24 student chair-desks was an appropriate number of
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seats in the state where this study was performed. Display boards were hung to represent
content area concepts.
This first classroom demonstrated a room arrangement for direct instruction in
mathematics (see Figure 4.8). The room was configured in rows facing a screen with a
few PowerPoint-like slides to be used as part of the discussion. We considered options
for front-facing seating arrangements and the pros and cons of this type of classroom
layout. We also discussed various circumstances where such an arrangement would be
useful. Besides the configuration in the classroom, we examined two other diagrams
displayed on the screen at the front of the room that showed alternative direct instruction
configurations.

Figure 4.8

Direct instruction classroom arrangement.

After discussing the relationship between direct instruction and the arrangement
of the first demonstration classroom, I asked the candidates to move to the next
classroom which was arranged for small group work (see Figure 4.9), with four chairdesks per group. Again, we examined not only the arrangement we were exploring, but
two more diagrams showing variations of small group seating. In this classroom, we
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further discussed the benefits and challenges of rows versus clusters, as well as when it
was appropriate to use each. We also raised questions such as whether or not to use a
seating plan and what seating arrangement would be best for the first day of school.

Figure 4.9.

Small group class arrangement.

Desks were purposefully placed this way to discuss a better way to arrange them in the
pinwheel formation.
The final room was structured for demonstration or whole group discussion (see
Figure 4.10). One arrangement was setup in the classroom, but another option was
displayed using the presentation screen. In this classroom we discussed not only the
characteristics of that particular arrangement, but general guidelines for arranging a
classroom. For example, we considered the need to separate high traffic areas such as the
pencil sharpener, the teacher’s desk, entrances, exits, and so forth. We also discussed
methods of creating an inviting classroom, and the impact that can have on both students
and teachers.
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Figure 4.10

Class discussion or demonstration arrangement.

When we finished reviewing the last discussion/demonstration class arrangement
and other general structures of place issues, I wanted to reconvene in the library where
information on homework was available, to close the SL class session. Therefore, I told
the candidates that the quickest way to get there was to go over the balcony and fly or fall
down to the ground below. It was quite a site watching the avatars fall to the ground
below and it resulted in a few jokes. Christine said, “good thing I did not break anything
…crazy college kids.” A couple of students fell behind while returning to the library, so I
sent them invitations to teleport to my location.
Once everyone arrived in the library, I asked the candidates to complete a closure
activity called quiz master. The candidates had to write five test questions based on what
they had learned, including at least one why question and one how question. The
candidates used the presentation board to review the content. I explained the structures
assignment. Candidates had a copy of the assignment which had been emailed to them
before class.
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Candidates were then directed to view two large posters on the wall in the SL
library. One poster indicated the homework and reading for the following week. The
other board shared instructional strategies used during the SL class. I referenced the
instructional strategies to support students in a semester-long project: matching
instructional strategies to middle level appropriate content standards.
The first-unit class was the shortest of the three. I had allowed time in the
schedule for students to return to SL to complete their structures project, specifically the
structures of place and classroom arrangement. Four of the five candidates completed
their classrooms in SL over the following week.
SL Unit 1: Variations Between Sessions
The two class sessions though very similar, did have some variations (see Table
4.2). Interestingly, I had the most technical difficulties of the entire semester in the
second presentation of the unit 1 class. As I was about to begin the February 9th class,
my ability to use voice chat malfunctioned. While this is not necessarily typical, it was
not surprising that it occurred at one point during the semester. Because I had to restart
my computer to get the voice chat working, I used the text chat to get the students started
on the review work while I dealt with my computer difficulties. As a result of restarting,
my computer had to complete Windows updates which slowed the process down.
Therefore, I also started up my other laptop and signed in with my alternative avatar so
that I could still chat with students and monitor the group. When I logged back in we
discussed the review work and continued to the class discussion. This changed the agenda
order, so that I discussed the administrative issues at the end of class, instead of the
beginning. Also during this class session, a non-candidate student had no audio, which
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required me to use voice and text-narrate myself. These issues caused the second class
session to last about 24 minutes longer than the first.

Table 4.2

Differences Between SL Unit 1 Class Sessions

Characteristics

Monday, Feb. 7

Wednesday, Feb. 9

Time

5-7:11 p.m.

7-9:35 p.m.

Number of SL Students

8

5

Number of Study
Candidates

2

3

Elizabeth, Kay

Sarah, Judi, Christine
Audio
•

Technical Challenges

None
•

My voice chat was not working at the
beginning of the class and I had to restart my
computer. I was able to get the students
started on the review while I restarted my
computer.
One non-participant student could not hear
and therefore, I had to narrate myself in the
text chat, though candidates could hear the
audio.

Another interesting difference between the two class sessions was the avatar
behavior within the demonstration classrooms. In the first presentation, the students
remained standing in each demonstration classroom and we walked from room to room
(see Figure 4.11). However, in the second session of the Unit 1 class, the students sat
down in each class we visited. In reviewing the video, Sarah was first in each classroom
and took the initiative to sit down, and the others followed her lead.
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A

B

Figure 4.11

Unit 1 student behavior in demonstration classrooms.

A: Session 1 - candidates standard during the discussion.
B: Session 2 - candidates seated during the discussion.

SL Unit 2 Class: Maintaining a Positive, Productive Learning Environment
SL Unit 2: Overview
The second unit of study focused on classroom management at the middle level.
The SL class for Unit 2 took place during the second of the three class weeks on this
topic (see Table 4.3). The first class overviewed 14 different theories of classroom
management and introduced the assigned classroom management research and
application paper.

Table 4.3
Date
February 14

Unit 2 Schedule of Topics
Topics
Test 1 – Ch. 1, 2, 3, 5, 6
Maintaining a Positive, Productive Learning Environment/Introduction to Management
Theories Paper (Theories Walk)

February 21

Maintaining a Positive, Productive Learning Environment (Chapter 11) (SL Class)

February 28

Maintaining a Positive, Productive Learning Environment (Chapter 11) & They Are All Our
Children (Chapter 12)
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SL Unit 2: Virtual Environment
I designed this class for an outdoor experience, rather than in a traditional
classroom environment. This facilitated the use of a couple of different instructional
strategies better than the library environment used in the Unit 1 SL class session. Also, it
was a more relaxed environment, to determine whether this influenced candidate
experiences. Even though the class environment was outdoors, bean bag chairs were
arranged around a central presentation area (see Figure 4.12). The setting included trees,
green grass, and a small lake surrounded by hills. Despite the outdoor environment, the
setting still maintained a degree of distinction in roles between teacher and student. With
the stage setup, in most instances I was still clearly the instructor and they were the
students. I had not really planned it that way, but I recognized it when reviewing class
videos. An Opinionator, an interactive Likert-scale-type activity, was set up on the side
of the chair area to promote movement, interactivity, and discussion. In addition, a visual
model of teacher cooperation and dominance was displayed. I used this model physically
during the class discussion on this topic.

A
Figure 4.12

B
Unit 2 SL class setting.

A: Outdoor class setting overview.
B: Close-up of the Opinionator.
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SL Unit 2: Virtual Class Curriculum and Instruction
As the candidates arrived near the flag pole, they discovered the new outdoor
classroom setup. The candidates settled in, sitting on the bean bags almost immediately.
We addressed some technical difficulties with audio, registering on the chat logger, and
so forth before class began.
The second SL class followed the first unit test, an overview of various classroom
management theories, and an explanation of their classroom management paper. In this
SL class we focused on classroom management including class climate, and the role of
planning and instruction (see Figure 4.13). We focused on two characteristics of
effective middle schools as delineated by This We Believe (National Middle School
Association, 2010):
•

The school environment is inviting, safe, inclusive, and supportive of all.

•

Students and teachers are engaged in active, purposeful learning. (p. 14)

Figure 4.13 Unit 2 SL class agenda.
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To begin the discussion of classroom management, we examined various beliefs
about classroom management using the Opinionator (see statements below and Figure
4.14). The Opinionator is a tool in SL that teachers can use to gauge opinions and
promote discussion. Essentially it is a 3D interactive Likert scale. The avatars walk into
the zone that represents their opinions about a given statement, from “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree”. The Opinionator generates a representational pie chart and hovering
text displays the number of avatars and percentages of responses in each category. The
use of the Opinionator forced the candidates to express their thoughts and dispositions
about various classroom management issues. This pushed the candidates to express
themselves more than they did in the first SL class session. All had to participate. In the
first SL class the candidates were asked to explain why they believed certain class
arrangements and so forth, were better than others, but the candidates were not forced to
provide an opinion about each. The Opinionator created a situation in which they might
have felt uncomfortable sharing their attitudes and beliefs with their peers or in front of
the instructor, however no candidate reported this as an issue. The following ten
statements were provided one at a time so that the candidates could respond and we could
discuss each:
1. Middle school classroom management scares me.
2. Teachers need to discipline middle school students.
3. A quiet classroom is conducive to learning.
4. Planning is a key component of classroom management.
5. All students learn in the same way.
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6. It’s the students fault for misbehaving.
7. Parents know how to parent effectively.
8. The most effective way to deal with misbehavior is to prevent the misbehavior
in the first place.
9. Middle school students already know how they should behave in the
classroom.
10. Teacher-student relationships affect classroom management.
The candidates were active in the discussion, both in using their avatar to represent their
opinion, and in commenting.

Figure 4.14

Candidate responses to statement 8.

The participants’ beliefs were variable.
After the Opinionator activity, we returned to the bean bag seating to use the
presentation display board. We began with an overview of classroom management and
then expanded the discussion beyond rules, procedures, and discipline, which the
candidates historically think of when discussing management, to class climate and
planning and instruction.
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Class climate is an umbrella phrase used to describe a multitude of components of
effective classroom management, including: (a) teacher-student relationships, (b)
classroom arrangement, personality, neatness, and so forth, and (c) teacher mental set.
According to the work of Marzano, Marzano, and Pickering (2003), there is an optimal
teacher-student relationship characterized by an appropriate level of dominance and
cooperation, rather than opposition and submission. In the second SL class, we discussed
what this meant in practice. I also used a 3D model to demonstrate this optimal level of
teacher-student relationship (see Figure 4.15). I used my avatar to demonstrate the point
in the intersection of teacher behaviors that is the most beneficial for teacher-student
relationships, classroom management, and student learning.

Figure 4.15

Visual 3D representation of interaction between dominance and
cooperation in the classroom.

Based on Figure 4.2 of Marzano, Marzano, and Pickering’s (2005) Classroom
Management That Works.
To evaluate the role of a teacher in managing a classroom, we watched a
YouTube video demonstrating how teacher actions influence student behavior. We also
97

used a video display board to watch the video Maintaining Classroom Discipline
(McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1947; see Figure 4.16). Essentially, the first half of
the video shows teacher behaviors that promote negative teacher-student relationships
and the negative student behavior that results. The second half shows how the teacher
could have approached the same situations from a different perspective to promote
classroom harmony and student engagement. I asked the students to write down what the
teacher did incorrectly during the first half of the video and how the teacher’s actions
improved in the second half. When everyone indicated in chat that they had finished
watching the video, we discussed the candidates’ observations. In SL, the video loads for
each individual user; therefore, unless the candidates indicate that they are finished
watching the video, the teacher cannot know for certain whether the candidate completed
the video. Also, while some of the candidates could get the video board to work, a few
had to use a link to the video that I put in text chat. We discussed the video and
additional positive teacher behaviors that can create a positive classroom climate and in
turn help to reduce discipline problems.

Figure 4.16 YouTube video displayed on a prim in SL.
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After discussing the role of the teacher in classroom management, we moved on
to discuss how the physical classroom environment can influence class climate, and
therefore classroom management. To a degree, this was a review of content we discussed
during first SL class on classroom arrangement; however, in this SL class we also
discussed how to manage transitions in room arrangements. For example, I explained
that when I first teach students to move desks into a new arrangement, I post a diagram
on a projector to guide their desk movement.
The second major topic of discussion was the role of planning and instruction in
classroom management. This discussion focused on the use of time; transitions between
activities; and planning relevant, developmentally appropriate, and engaging lessons. To
further help students understand the role of planning and instruction in classroom
management, we analyzed a lesson plan that failed. I shared the events that occurred in a
fictitious classroom on the presentation board. We discussed what was good about the
lesson, and what contributed to the classroom management problems that arose. For
example, in the example lesson, the teacher used silent reading for more than half of the
class time. It also demonstrated a poor method of distributing class materials. The
candidates helped to identify better methods of instructional management to prevent
behavioral problems. For example, they suggested that group leaders in the class could
distribute the materials more efficiently so students are not waiting with nothing to do for
so long, which creates an opportunity for misbehavior.
To close the lesson, candidates completed a 3W’s. They answered the following
three questions and emailed me their responses to review after class:
•

What did you learn? (2-3 important things)
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•

So what? (Relevance, importance, usefulness)

•

Now what? (How does this fit into what we are learning? How does it affect
your thinking about classroom management and teaching?)

SL Unit 2: Variations Between Sessions
The two class sessions for the unit 2 class on classroom management had the least
technical challenges of all the class sessions and were the most similar as a result (see
Table 4.4). Before class began, Sarah’s audio did not work, but she logged off and back
on, fixing the problem. Only at one point during class did one candidate, Elizabeth, lose
audio. We were able to take a class break and when she restarted her computer, the audio
returned.

Table 4.4

Differences Between SL Unit 2 Class Sessions

Characteristics

Monday, Feb. 21

Wednesday, Feb. 23

Time

5:00-7:47 p.m.

7:00 - 9:51

Number of SL Students

5

7

Number of Study
Candidates

1

4

Judi

Elizabeth, Christine, Sarah, Kay

Technical Challenges

None

Audio
•
•
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Sarah had no audio when she logged
in initially.
Elizabeth lost audio in the middle of
the class session. We took a class
break and when she logged back in,
her audio worked.

SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Design
SL Unit 3: Overview
The third unit SL class was the second week of content for the unit on curriculum,
planning, assessment, and instruction (see Table 4.5). During this week, and therefore
also in SL, the planning and assessment project was assigned. The SL class
simultaneously broke down a simplified backward design process and, explained the
various components of the assignment.

Table 4.5

Unit 3 Schedule of Topics

Date

Topics

March 7

Test 2 – Ch. 11 & 12
Middle School Curriculum (Chapter 7)

March 14

NO CLASS DUE TO UNIVERSITY HOLIDAY

March 21

Backward Design/Goals and Objectives/Assessment (Chapter 9 and print handouts) (SL Class)

March 28

Assessment (Chapter 9)

April 4

Planning for Teaching and Learning (Chapter 10)

April 11

No Class/Portfolio/Reflection Out of Class Assignment
Work on Instructional Strategy Portfolio
Take Test 3

April 18

Instructional Strategies, Professionalism & Wrap-up

SL Unit 3: Virtual Environment
The environment used in this SL class session was the most unrealistic of the
three SL class environments and the most technically challenging for candidates. I
created a sky islands area high above the school for the Unit 3 SL class session (see
Figure 4.17). Teleporters (SL transportation) were placed outside the school to transport
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candidates to the sky island initial platform. This area consisted of an initial staging zone
for an introduction to the day’s lesson. Then there were three additional island areas
connected via sky bridges. Students moved from island area to island area using the sky
bridges, which required more advanced maneuvering skills than they had used before.
Each area represented a stage in the backward planning process, including planning,
assessment, and instruction. There were a total of 6 different areas: (a) introduction,
starting platform; (b) stage 1 - identifying desired results; (c) stage 2 - defining acceptable
evidence for learning; (d) stage 3 - designing learning experiences; (e) differentiation;
and (f) exploration of multiple intelligences to differentiate learning experiences.

Figure 4.17

Unit 3 class setting.

SL Unit 3: Virtual Class Curriculum and Instruction
This class session focused on an overview of backward planning and its three
primary components: (a) identifying desired results, (b) defining acceptable evidence for
learning, and (c) designing learning experiences (see Figure 4.18 for the class agenda).
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This class primarily addressed two characteristics of effective middle schools as
expressed in This We Believe (National Middle School Association, 2010):
•

Students and teachers are engaged in active, purposeful learning.

•

Varied and ongoing assessments advance learning as well as measure it. (p.
14)

Figure 4.18

Unit 3 SL class agenda.

I met the students near the flag pole, our typical meeting location, and directed
them to use the teleporters that took the candidates to the starting platform for the day’s
lesson. Once all the candidates arrived at the initial sky islands platform, I gave each a
color-coded t-shirt to identify each candidate’s self-selected content area. For example,
the blue t-shirts were for math (see Figure 4.19). This allowed me and the other
candidates to easily identify which candidates were focused on each content area. The
candidates used this specific content area in the planning and assessment project that was
explained during this SL class.
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Figure 4.19

My avatar wearing a blue math t-shirt.

To begin the introduction, I started with an activity using the Opinionator. Once
again, I provided a series of statements and the candidates had to move their avatar into
the appropriate area of the Opinionator to demonstrate their opinion about each:
1. Lesson planning is easy.
2. To plan lessons, start with the textbook.
3. Student self-assessment is important in middle school student learning.
4. Textbooks should be the most significant source of information for teaching.
5. A teacher should plan assessments after the lessons have been planned.
6. Assessments should be used to enhance middle school student growth.
7. Middle school instruction should be based on the results of prior assessment.
8. Assessments should be connected to the needs, interests, and experiences of
young adolescents.
9. Assessment in the middle school classroom should be on-going and varied.
10. Lesson plans can be improved through professional collaboration.
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The statements addressed both middle school best practices and teacher dispositions.
They were intended to open the discussion about planning, assessment, and instruction.
The activity also served as a pre-assessment of sorts for me to learn about the candidates
thoughts on the various topics. After using the Opinionator, I used a presentation board to
provide an overview of the backward planning process (see Figure 4.20). I also informed
the candidates of their partner for the class session. Candidates were paired in advance
with peers. Pairings were based on the content area they had selected from their two
endorsement areas for their planning and assessment project.

Figure 4.20

Main sky islands platform.

Stage 1
We moved from the main platform to the first stage of backward planning:
identifying desired results. To define desired results, we discussed how to use the
standards to help identify what we want our students to know and be able to do. We
began by analyzing the seventh grade state standards, or Common Core standards, that
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the candidates were using for their planning and assessment projects. Candidates focused
on mathematics and English used the Common Core standards which have been adopted,
but not implemented at the middle level in our state. The science and social studies
focused candidates used the state frameworks. Each pair used a private chat to analyze a
section of a and identify desired outcomes. As students completed this analysis, some
shared their work so we could discuss it as a group and I could provide feedback. We
discussed Bloom’s Taxonomy and Norman Webb’s Depth of Knowledge to help identify
the levels at which students would need to think and/or perform in order to demonstrate
mastery of the standard. To support this process, I included a 3D representation of the
revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (L. W. Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) and Norman Webb’s
Depth of Knowledge (DOK) wheel (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education, n.d.), both to examine various levels of thinking (see Figure 4.21). We then
moved on to write instructional goals and behavioral objectives based on the standards
we had been analyzing. Again students worked in pairs and added their goals and
objectives to their note cards. Some shared their responses so that I could provide
feedback. As we left this first stage of backward planning, I asked the candidates to
submit a note-card, that they had used to record how they broke down the standard and
their example goals and objectives, either by giving it to my avatar or submitting it to a
note-card receiving box. I reviewed the submitted note-cards and emailed feedback as
necessary.
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B

A
Figure 4.21

Stage 1: Resources.

A: Webb’s depth of knowledge wheel and levels.
B: Bloom’s taxonomy pyramid.
In moving from the initial platform to Stage 1 islands and from Stage 1 to Stage 2,
some candidates experienced maneuvering challenges, including falling off the sky
islands. I eventually instructed the candidates to use the fly feature instead of walking
from station to station. This mitigated most of the problems, though flying in itself can be
a challenge. Despite this adjustment, I still had to teleport some candidates from stage to
stage to speed up the process of moving the students from one location to the next.
Stage 2
Stage 2 focused on defining acceptable evidence for learning. While in the Stage
2 area islands, we discussed assessment both broadly and specifically, so this is how we
spent the most class time. This discussion only addressed classroom assessment,
specifically formative and summative. For both formative and summative assessment, we
discussed the purpose, timing, techniques, and uses of the assessment information. To
distinguish between formative and summative assessment, I also created a virtual
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matching game in which the candidates categorized each of the characteristics of
formative and summative assessment as a way to review the content (see Figure 4.22).

Figure 4.22

Stage 2: Defining acceptable evidence.

The presentation board and the matching game are both visible in this image.
We also discussed how to create classroom unit assessments, including writing
prompts, performance tasks, and traditional objective questions. we focused on writing
prompts using the R.A.F.T. (i.e., role, audience, format, task) format and identifying
characteristics of a performance task. Another class session was dedicated to objective
exams. The candidates created an example of each one of these types of assessments for
the planning and assessment project.
Stage 3
Stage 3, designing learning experiences, was purposefully brief. We arrived at
Stage 3 (see Figure 4.23) and briefly discussed both unit and lesson planning. We spent a
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limited time on this topic because future class sessions on these concepts were planned.
Designing learning experiences was therefore only invoked to identify the third stage of
backward planning.

Figure 4.23

Stage 3: Lesson and unit planning.

Differentiation
In this area of the sky islands, we briefly discussed differentiation. We discussed
differentiation in terms of content, process, and product, from the perspectives of Carol
Ann Tomlinson and Rick Wormeli. We considered differentiating both assessment and
learning experiences. Prior to this course, the teacher candidates focused on meeting the
needs of students through enrichment and remediation, rather than through
differentiation.
Multiple Intelligences Area
The multiple intelligences area was used to discuss further ways to differentiate
instruction and assessment (see Figure 4.24). Unfortunately, in the first of the two SL
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class sessions on backward planning, I was only briefly able to share the multiple
intelligences area, due to some technical difficulties that slowed the class presentation.

A

B

Figure 4.24

Differentiation.

A: In the second offering of class 2, we played the drum as a group and discussed ways to
integrate music into the content areas.
B: Multiple intelligences area - logical/mathematical intelligence.

SL Unit 3: Variations Between Sessions
In the first of the two sessions, one of the non-candidate students had no audio
(see Table 4.6). This meant that I had to narrate myself in text as well as speak audibly
for the others. This slows down the instructional process; however, because it was only
one student, I was able to do it in IM and overwhelm the group chat. Also, challenges
with maneuvering between island areas slowed down progress slightly until I instructed
the students to put themselves in flying mode so they would hover in the island area,
rather than walk. This prevented the students falling off the islands to the school below.
Because of these issues, I was unable to have the students in the first Unit 3 SL class
session interact in the multiple intelligences area and brainstorm ways to use multiple
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intelligences to differentiate their instruction and assessment. I had no major technical
difficulties in the second session. At the very end, one of the non-candidate students lost
audio, but it was less disruptive than in the first session. Also in the second session of the
Unit 3 SL class, we had some additional problems with audio. The candidates were
hearing ambient noise, music, and students. This problem had to be addressed. I found a
way to stop the noise, but am still not completely sure of its origin. We were able to
resolve the issue within about five minutes.

Table 4.6

Differences Between SL Unit 3 Class Sessions

Characteristics

Monday, Mar. 21

Wednesday, Mar. 23

Time

5-8:01 p.m.

7:00-9:53 p.m.

Number of Students

8

4

Number of Candidates

3

2

Judi, Sarah, Kay

Elizabeth, Christine

Audio

Audio

• One non-participant student
could not hear me speak.

•
•

Technical Challenges

Maneuvering
• Some students fell off the
islands and had to be teleported
back.

Ambient audio.
One non-participant student could not
hear me speak after 2.5 hours and I had
to narrate in text chat.

Individual Experiences
The following will provide a narrative description of each teacher candidate’s
experience. The narrative will provide context for each candidate’s experience, and an
overview of their participation and experience in training, and class session. Each
overview will be followed by an initial analysis of each candidate’s SL experience and
how they describe and make sense of their experience.
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Sarah’s Story
Background and Context
Sarah, like the other participants, is considered a non-traditional student between
26 and 35 years of age. She did not pursue a bachelor’s degree immediately after high
school. Additionally, she was working part-time, and was married with three small
children during the semester she participated in SL. Her personal life prevented her from
attending a face-to-face teacher preparation program. During the semester of this study,
she was also experiencing a difficult pregnancy which would have prevented attending
classes. However, she generally had the support of her husband in the process of pursuing
her degree online. This included his help with the children at times during the evening to
allow her to participate in SL and to meet the academic requirements of the program. She
stated, “I am very lucky that he is home at night and I can focus on school.” She further
stated, “I think I would pull my hair out if he was in school too. It is hard enough with
him working and me being pregnant.”
Despite this support and the flexibility of the online program, she was
significantly challenged to complete her course work during the semester of the study
successfully. At times, her husband was not around to help take care of the children. Due
to her personal circumstances, she also fell behind in her online courses early on and
struggled to catch up. In the online program, students are in a cohort and take a
prescriptive program of study. During the semester they take the middle level education
course, students also take a minimum of three additional courses, and usually take a total
of five, which is a full-time course load. One particular challenge she faced was
maintaining concentration. The combination of performing her school work and her
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difficult pregnancy made concentration a challenge. In an interview she stated, “It is not
the writing, it is just the concentrating with reading. I read the same paragraphs over and
over.” Clearly, in a traditional online program where reading tends to be the primary
method of learning, this would be a challenge.
Sarah faced a variety of other personal challenges during the semester that
influenced her experience and challenged her ability to focus on her course work in all
her classes. For example, in reviewing email communication, the vast majority of emails
between Sarah and I were about scheduling and rescheduling interview times. Her time
was absorbed by family responsibilities and personal health issues. In one instance, her
son had come down with the chickenpox. In another, she had been hospitalized briefly for
high blood pressure related to her difficult pregnancy. This pregnancy was also going to
keep her from continuing in the program after the study semester. On doctor’s orders,
Sarah would be unable to continue in the program for the summer semester as a result of
her pregnancy. This meant she would have to wait for a year and a half to continue in the
program. Therefore, she was working to finish the semester, knowing that she would
have to take off a significant amount of time before she could restart her studies due to
the cohort nature of the program. In her own words from the post-survey,
My children and family have really had an effect on my experiences this
semester. Being pregnant has put a lot of strain and stress that I do not
normally have and has also made it where I did not work to my full
potential.
However, as will be seen, the SL learning experience provided her with additional
support to help her through the challenges of the semester.
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Middle Level Teaching Interest
Sarah entered the semester interested in teaching middle school. In her initial
survey, she indicated she wanted to teach grades 4-7. Her endorsements were in
mathematics and social studies, but her focus was on becoming a middle school math
teacher. In her pre-survey, she indicated that she wanted to work with this age group
because they “are old enough to do for themselves but most are not at the know-it-all
stage.” By the end of the semester, her desire to work with this age group had not
changed.
Computer Skill, Interest, Anxiety, and Virtual World Experience
Among the participants, Sarah appeared to be one of the most confident and
experienced computer users of the participants, though all were relatively skilled. She
rated herself as an advanced computer user, had taken 18-20 online courses, and
considered herself open to trying new things “very often.” She was one of two
participants who had taken an extensive amount of her lower division courses online
rather than face-to-face. She had taken all her undergraduate course work online, with the
exception of three to four courses. She also felt very confident in her ability to learn new
computer skills. Using computers rarely made her anxious. In addition, she believed
strongly that computers are necessary in educational settings.
Prior to the semester, she did not think she had heard of SL. She had not
participated in another virtual world and would not be considered a serious gamer,
playing mostly casual games such as those found on Facebook. She did play Tribal Wars,
which would have given her some experience with interacting online with other users in a
simulated world and using a somewhat similar computer interface. Despite this
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experience, she initially “was not really sure [she] would be able to grasp the process of
SL.”
Decision to Participate
Sarah agreed to participate in the SL experience for three reasons: an intrinsic
interest in the SL program, a love for using computers, and to gain the benefits of a faceto-face class within the context of an online course. Intrinsically she was interested in the
software, but extrinsically, the synchronous nature of the experience appealed to Sarah.
Given her attitude and computer skill, it would be expected that Sarah would be
successful in using the SL interface, which has been shown to be a challenge for some
users (Baker et al., 2009; Sanchez, 2009).
The SL Experience
Training and Initial Impressions
Despite a few initial technical difficulties, Sarah began with an exploratory and
positive attitude. When she signed on for the training, I was finishing up with another
group. I private chatted to her that I would be with her in a few minutes, and she
responded with, “no problem, I am just finding my way around.” She was comfortable
enough to be exploring the world. When we met up, she stated, “this is going to be really
neat,” indicating she was pleased with her decision to participate. During this initial
training session, she had a few technical problems with audio and the program crashed
while she was learning how to unpack a box of clothes. However, she signed back on and
continued the training with more confusion than frustration. She did not really understand
what had happened, but it did not elicit frustration.
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During the first training, her pregnancy played a minor role in the experience. At
one point she asked to take a brief break. She chatted, “can we hold for just a second,
bathroom stop, consequence of pregnancy 101.” She never requested a break throughout
the class sessions, but in this less formal training environment, she asked. We took a
brief break and then continued with the training.
In the second training, she had to be in two places at once. She was in the training
in SL, but also in a synchronous chat for another class. Despite this, she was able to keep
up with the various activities, demonstrating her computer skill. During this class session,
she took the opportunity to ask a course related question. Specifically, she said, “remind
me, is this one of the classes we have to do practicum in? How many weeks?” In some
courses, instructors required online students to obtain a proctor, though this was not the
case in this course. Throughout all the sessions, she continued to use the SL opportunity
to clarify questions about course requirements, demonstrating a willingness to seek help.
Despite a general willingness to ask for help, she did use private chat on occasion
to limit her question asking in the public chat. Publicly she shared that she was “lost
completely” while learning how to set up and use the SLOODLE tools. I helped to clarify
and she quickly figured out what was wrong. When she needed help again, she asked in
private chat, “where do we find our address of the moodle site.” At the end of the second
training, we worked on editing, creating, and moving prims. During this part of the
training, Sarah also asked for help in private chat about editing prims, putting textures on
them, and so forth. However, I was able to quickly help her do so.
Sarah also demonstrated a playful attitude during the second training. She located
the gestures that SL includes for the avatar. Essentially, a user can choose a gesture from
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a drop-down menu that will animate one’s avatar. She started using them, starting with
“frown,”, then “get lost.” As she played with them, she chatted, “LOL these are
hilarious.” These gestures provided an opportunity for greater expression than in the
traditional online learning environment.
SL Unit 1 Class: Structures of Middle Level Education
Sarah’s experience in the first SL class was different from her peers. In order to
remind students about the class time, given that these classes were not weekly, I offered
to text a reminder before each class session. Sarah opted to receive a text message.
Despite texting Sarah she showed up 57 minutes late to the 2-hour first class session. She
missed the majority of the content review, introduction, and lecture. As a result, Sarah
only participated five times in the first class session. Therefore, her experience with the
first class session was much more interactive, given that the second half of the class
involved more experiential exercises, moving through and discussing the demonstration
classrooms.
When she logged on, she private messaged me stating, “I am sorry. Did you text a
reminder? I did not get one and just remembered.” I then proceeded to send her a teleport
to the library in SL where we were meeting. Although she landed standing on the table
(when teleporting another avatar - they arrive in the location near you, even if it is on top
of a table), but quickly sat down in a chair at the table. Later, she apologized, indicating
she finally saw my text message.
Once Sarah arrived, she was generally participative and was able to keep up with
moving from classroom to classroom without technical difficulties. In fact, she followed
me so easily that she was always the first participant to reach each new destination. She
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contributed to the discussion briefly in each of the three demonstration classrooms. For
example, in the first classroom I asked students to indicate their preference for one of two
classroom arrangements diagramed on the classroom display board. Sarah selected the
classroom displayed on the left of the screen. She chatted, “left, because it is not so
cluttered.” She elaborated, “The table gives more room to me on the left.” In each of the
three demonstration classrooms she presented her opinion about the classroom
arrangements and answered questions. For example, I asked what was good about the
classroom on the right, where the room was set up for direct instruction, but included
paired seating. Sarah responded correctly, “the students can work in groups on the right.”
Throughout the class session, Sarah maintained typical student behavior. She
followed traditional norms of classroom behavior. For example, in each demonstration
classroom, she sat down in a chair as if in a real class environment (see Figure 4.25).
Sarah seemed to transfer the norms of the real-world to the virtual world. The visual cues
of the environment provided a framework of organizing her behavior (Bronack et al.,
2008; Minocha & Reeves, 2010). Without prompting, Sarah sat in the desk-chairs in
each new classroom visited, and the others followed her lead.
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Figure 4.25

My avatar in the front of the class with Sarah and peers seated in the deskchairs.

The end of the first class session included housekeeping such as information
about the upcoming test and assignment clarification. Sarah asked two clarifying
questions about the course, indicating a willingness to ask questions publicly.
Specifically, she asked if the test would need to be proctored. She also asked where the
structures assignment instructions were located. These questions were not asked in
private chat, but rather in the public group chat.
Sarah’s first SL classroom experience was not significantly marred by any
technical difficulties of her own. She did at one point turn her microphone on
unintentionally, but quickly turned it off after prompting. She seemed slightly concerned
that we heard what was said, but the audio was unclear. However, Sarah did get frustrated
“waiting on others to teleport.” Also, she did indicate slight trouble with viewing skills in
SL, having stated, “I could see everything very clearly when I learned the controls.” In
this first class session, it appeared that she was still learning to control the view features
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within the SL interface, also demonstrating the learning curve found with using SL in the
literature (Baker et al., 2009; Condic, 2009; Inman, 2010; Sanchez, 2009).
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
Specific to the characteristics of this first class, Sarah stated,
I like being able to actually see the classroom set ups as well. I liked how
the classrooms were set up. I also liked how you could go from class to
class seeing the different setups. It made learning more fun. It did not
make me feel like I was just sitting in a traditional room.
Movement between the demonstration classrooms and the ability to experience them in
3D rather than seeing solely images of the displays was essential to engagement and a
sense of learning in a new way. She felt that this movement within the environment
helped her learning because of the visual and interactive nature of the experience. She
felt that this class session was probably the most beneficial to her learning of the three.
Structures Assessment: Demonstrating Learning
The structures assignment required students to design their own middle school
classroom based on experiences in the first class session. The first interview occurred
prior to the assignment’s due date. When asked about the assignment, she indicated “I am
going to do it in here I hope. I had forgotten about it honestly.” On the day the
assignment was due, Sarah logged in to SL and contacted me via private chat. I happened
to be online at the time. She had completed her class layout using one of the alternative
online layout programs rather than SL, but became frustrated with the other program
when she could not print, and so forth. Students were allowed to use
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http://classroom.4teachers.org/ or http://teacher.scholastic.com/tools/class_setup/ as
alternative options. She chatted, “I am going to have to reset my room up in SL I cannot
print it off to scan it. Where should I build my room at?” I tried to help her, but
unfortunately in her frustration, she had already closed out of the website. This prompted
her desire to complete the classroom design in SL instead. She did not appear intimidated
about setting the room up in SL. She initially said, “It will not take me long to redo it but
I could not get the desk to go the way I wanted.” In this way, SL provided her the
flexibility she needed to complete the assignment to her satisfaction. I helped direct her to
a room she could use, but it was empty of all the furniture and materials she needed. I had
already removed the excess furniture thinking the students who were going to use SL for
the assignment had done so. Therefore, I had to locate the furniture she needed in my
inventory. She responded by saying, “Thanks, now I just have to remember how to do
this. Lol.” Again, although she did not necessarily remember how to manipulate objects
in SL her attitude appeared sufficiently confident. I proceeded to give her a brief
refresher. She was able to complete the room in about 45 minutes. However, she had
done her thinking in the other format prior to this which saved her time in creating the SL
implementation. In addition, unlike her peers, she did not have display items on the walls.
She left those blank. Had she completed the boards as well, it would have taken
additional time. In discussing the process of building her classroom, she said, “I thought
more from a teaching perspective than any other time. I wanted to make sure that each
student was accounted for.” After the class discussion, she realized various techniques to
ensure that students could be seen by the teacher, and could see the focus of instruction,
as well as were easily reachable to provide learning and/or behavioral support. She
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experienced a sense of authenticity in the process having the virtual room to use. Often,
teacher candidates think like students, and have a hard time envisioning themselves as
teachers. This activity helped shift her perspective. She also indicated “I think more about
how I can personalize my room more now after the last session.” While this may indeed
be the case, the classroom she built was mostly impersonal, having not included any
displays or other items such as plants, flowers, and so forth. (see Figure 4.26).

Figure 4.26

Image of Sarah’s classroom setup.

SL Unit 2 Class: Classroom Management
Sarah arrived 11 minutes early to ensure that she did not have any technical
difficulties. It turned out that her audio was not working and she could not hear me. She
logged out and back in to the SL program and the audio worked correctly.
Sarah’s comfort level increased throughout this class session. Sarah’s ever
increasing comfort in the virtual world was demonstrated through significant class
participation, help-seeking, and the sharing of personal information during this class
session. Sarah actively participated in this class session with 34 instances of chat
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response to questions in approximately 2.5 hours, whereas in the first class her
participation level was lower, even accounting for her being late to class. In a traditional
face-to-face classroom, students are not necessarily likely to participate to that degree in a
given class session. Additionally, Sarah asked a clarifying question regarding the course
further confirming a level of comfort in terms of help-seeking behaviors in the virtual
classroom. She asked me to clarify what I had said about the online students, in reference
to the classroom management assignment. This was further evidenced by her staying
after class to share with me the details of her pregnancy and the challenges it was
creating. She asked me to communicate with the course instructor about the challenges
she was having. The sharing of her situation, including some sensitive information,
appeared to be an expression of security as a result of the relationship that was created
between myself and her through the virtual world. She and I had never met in person.
And finally, this communication exchange served as a way to seek help in being allowed
to catch up, and so forth. given her life circumstances.
Learning Environment
The alteration of environment from the first to the second class session was a
positive change for Sarah. For her, being outside for the class changed things up and
made “it more interesting.” Some researchers (Cheal, 2009; Minocha & Reeves, 2009;
Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010) have expressed concern over environments being too relaxed
for teaching and learning. But “it did not matter” for Sarah. She stated, “I treated it like I
did the others. It was just interesting to see how things could change.” In the prior studies
(Cheal, 2009; Minocha & Reeves, 2009; Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010), some students
reported that informal environments indicated a game-like environment rather than a
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learning environment, and that resulted in taking SL less seriously for learning, but for
Sarah, this was not her experience.
Opinionator
Sarah demonstrated increasing ease in the SL environment and in the class as a
whole. During the Opinionator exercise on beliefs related to classroom management,
Sarah expressed her personal opinions, rather than solely expressing those of her peers
(see Figure 4.27). She actively moved within the Opinionator without waiting for her
peers to express their opinions first. This observation was confirmed in her interviews.
She stated, “well sometimes I was wondering if I should go with everyone else or be
honest about my own opinion. I chose the honesty side.” Despite this she was careful to
ensure her stated opinions in chat were clearly identified as her perspective. For example,
she chatted in class, “discipline depends on the child to me.” Note, she used “to me” to
clarify her speech and assign the belief to herself, rather than implying that others should
be required to share her belief. In other instances, she used “I think,” “are times when,” or
other equivocal language which allowed for exceptions to her statements of belief.
However, her peers were less likely to use such qualifying language. For example, in one
Opinionator response, Christine stated, “they are responsible for their actions.” Christine,
unlike Sarah, did not use language that would indicate another opinion is possible. As we
continued through the ten statements about classroom management in this activity, Sarah
became a little more direct, stating “some do not know how to parent at all.” Sarah and
only one other student strongly agreed with a given statement about management. Seven
others indicated a different opinion, and stood in one of the other areas of the
Opinionator. In several other instances, Sarah demonstrated independent thinking.
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Overall, she really enjoyed the Opinionator and liked seeing how her peers expressed
their beliefs. Sarah listed the Opinionator as one of her favorite activities on the postexperience survey. She felt she learned multiple perspectives form this exercise
impacting her thinking on issues of classroom management.

Figure 4.27

Sarah and one other student in the Opinionator.

Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
After watching a video and discussing it as a class, as well as during a group
activity analyzing a lesson plan that failed, she stated her thoughts freely, concurring
and/or expressing disagreement with statements by her peers. She interacted in the class
environment more than in a traditional online or face-to-face setting. In one response to
the teacher in the video punishing an entire class for the transgression of a single student,
Sarah stated, “that was crazy. You can't punish the whole class for a few students’
misbehavior.” While her statement was accurate, the voracity with which it was stated
demonstrated her increasing comfort to share her beliefs.
The visual nature of SL positively impacted her recall in this class session like it
did in the first class session. She indicated, “it helped me remember what we talked
about. I pictured you sitting up there,” referencing my demonstration of appropriate
125

teacher dominance and cooperation in the classroom. The visual representation helped
her on the test to answer that question and remember the combination of cooperation and
dominance necessary for effective classroom management.
SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Planning
The third unit SL class was the most complex visually and in regards to content
and skills. In the third class session, Sarah participated 18 times in 2.5 hours. As with
other class sessions, Sarah asked clarifying questions about assignments. However, her
participation was somewhat lower in this class than in previous sessions.
Technical Issues
Sarah’s participation was likely lower due to some technical issues. First, in this
session, we were in the sky islands. As a result, the learning environment required a little
more skill to maneuver, and maneuvering is somewhat impacted by the quality of both
the computer and the Internet connection, making this experience more unique for each
individual. On a couple of occasions Sarah fell off the sky islands which means her avatar
was falling through the sky down to the virtual ground and would no longer be able to
hear me or her peers. I teleported her back to us. This usually occurred as we moved from
one stage of the backward planning process to another. Therefore, falling off the island
did not significantly interfere with class discussion, though it slowed the process. When
asked how this technical difficulty made her feel, she responded, “[it made me feel] like I
needed to practice more. LOL. It was a little aggravating, but nothing horrible.”
Therefore, though falling was problematic, it did not negatively impact her experience.
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She was not the only participant to have this problem and during the class session I found
a way to prevent that from continuing to happen.
Another technical challenge faced in this class was audio. Sarah had to have me
repeat myself a couple of times. This was most likely the result of the environment itself
more than her personal context. In this less structured environment, the distance between
me and the students varied more, which like in real life, changes how well a person is
heard. Other students had similar issues and it is something that is important to note as a
teacher in lesser structured environments, where the teacher and students are moving
from location to location, and so forth. The teacher needs to note proximity of students to
ensure they can hear.
Learning Environment
Sarah described the environment as “a peaceful place.” She stated, “If you could
actually go there it would be great.” She also, “liked the different sections,” stating “you
did not just get bored staying in the same place all the time.” Much like the first class
session, the movement of students from one location to another promoted engagement
and maintained interest. She felt that the sky island learning stations were definitely
good for learning, while also liking the scenery. She also felt that it was a relaxing
learning environment. She said, “The sky islands made it seem like you were on an exotic
island or something, far away from all the stresses of the real world.” This environment
provided her a temporary escape from the stresses of her real life.
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Opinionator
While we used the Opinionator in this class session again, the statements were
somewhat less belief-oriented in that they discussed middle level planning, assessment,
and instruction. For Sarah, her beliefs were not as influenced in this activity as they were
in the activity on classroom management. For example, one statement was “A teacher
should plan assessments after the lessons have been planned.” In discussing backward
design, one important concept is that learning experiences are planned after the
assessments are planned. Sarah explained why this would be important, “it can help in
preparing your lesson to make sure you are covering everything. She still “loved” the
Opinionator and the opportunity to use this as a method of discussing various concepts
and epistemological beliefs.
Collaboration: Unwrapping Standards and Writing Goals and Objectives
This final class session also included time for partner work. The students, both the
study participants and the face-to-face students that also were present, worked together to
break down the standards to determine what needs to be taught. They also used that
information to write behavioral objectives with a partner in their content area using the
assigned standards. Sarah liked working with a partner and then sharing with the larger
group. She said, “It gave me a little insight as to how the other students were
comprehending the information.” She also liked the fact that the collaboration allowed
for practice of specific skills, having stated, “Breaking down the standards and writing
the goals also helped me for the other assignments we had to do.” For Sarah, this peer
collaboration helped her before having to do other assignments. With a traditional online
class, this is not always as feasible. Not all her peers enjoyed the partner work like Sarah
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did. Elizabeth in particular disliked the process, and Judi was unable to work with a
partner because of her endorsement area (no other participant was using science standards
for this activity).
Online Learning in an SL Environment
Sarah, like other participants, used both traditional online learning and face-toface learning experiences to make sense of learning in SL. For Sarah, she felt that she
“learn[ed] more this way than…just online, but face-to-face is not an option.” In this
instance, she indicated that SL provided an almost equivalent experience to that of faceto-face classes. Even though she believed that she would learn more in a face-to-face
classroom, she was very uncomfortable in traditional face-to-face classroom settings.
She stated, “I don't really like the face-to-face classes,” but at the same time she didn’t
“like the fact that with online you seem to be all alone working on stuff most of the time.
With SL you feel a little of both which makes it easier.” She stated, “You do not have to
focus on the materials by yourself but can have an instructor helping without actually
going to the school.” In fact, in all her interviews and the post-survey she mentioned
“easier” as a key benefit of SL eight distinct times. Also, the use of the word focus is
particularly significant given her self-admitted issues with focus as a result of the
personal circumstances she revealed after the Unit 2 class.
The affordances of the virtual world, as well as the synchronous nature of the
experience, provided many of the benefits Sarah reported. In all of the post-class surveys,
she rated the class sessions five out of five. She particularly appreciated the ability to
explore and experience the classrooms in the first class. She stated, “I personally was
very engaged. I liked being able to ask questions and get a prompt response and I also
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liked the fact that I could move around and look at things closer if needed.” She felt that I
was “very helpful” in the learning experience. The role of the immediate teacher
interaction was significant in Sarah’s experience.
It was so significant that Sarah wished all the classes were in SL. She stated,
“Taking online classes and having to basically teach yourself gets boring.” She
referenced being “bored” learning at home, either staring at the “screen”, or “reading” on
multiple occasions. Referencing the PowerPoint presentations used in the course
management program and taught in SL, Sarah stated, “I liked how you did the
PowerPoint. It made it easier to really understand it. Especially going from room to room
to see it.” Instead of staying in one place to review the slides, the slides were divided
between the library, and the three demonstration classrooms.
Sarah likened the experience to the course management chats. Though both
consisted of chat, the visual nature of SL made it more appealing to her than traditional
chat. She liked having the representations of the other avatars and also being within the
world, as opposed to just seeing names listed in a chat room.
Sarah also indicated that the SL classes reduced her stress, which was significant
given the demands of her family, other courses, and her difficult pregnancy. In her first
interview, she stated, “[SL] makes me feel more comfortable and not as stressed.” Being
able to ask questions in real time while also being able to move around and see things
closer as necessary helped ease the strain of learning online. In a follow up e-mail, Sarah
explained,
With Second Life I was able to ask questions and communicate, sort of
like on Facebook and such where in MyCourses, you have to send emails
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and then wait for a response instead of getting an automatic response like
in SL.
Essentially the digitization of the real world classroom into SL met her needs.
SL provided an additional channel of communication and support beyond the
traditional online course options that was viewed as beneficial for Sarah. During the
course of the semester, the university’s course management system failed to function
somewhat more often than normal. For example, each Monday, the online students and
instructor were scheduled to meet for a one-hour synchronous chat, though the SL
participants were excused from chat the weeks they attended class in SL. Twice in a 15
week semester, this was not possible due to an unexpected online maintenance issue. In
both instances, knowing this, I was able to sign on to SL and meet a couple of the
participating students to let them know that the online chats were canceled. The students
erroneously believed that the technical challenges with the server were possibly their
own, not system wide, and were appreciative of my notification. In an SL chat, Sarah
stated, “I thought it was me. I was about to scream. I have been trying for over 2 hrs. It
kicked me out about 6:30.” The inability to access the online course chat created anxiety
for her and others. Interestingly, she did not seek help via email, but rather signed into
SL. She stated, “I did not know how else to find out. This was my last idea.” Having
success meeting up with me, she chatted, “Glad I signed up for SL now.” SL provided
another avenue for her to gain support. This also helped to reduce the stress of learning
online, which was a general problem for her, but even more of an issue given the
problems with her pregnancy.
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Although the learning experience could be described as just right, Sarah did note
some challenges. The biggest challenge of the SL learning experience for Sarah was the
decreased level of flexibility. She explained, “well if something comes up you can
usually just do whatever it is the next day where with SL it is usually a certain time.” But
despite this, she “definitely like[d] the learning process more in SL.” In particular, she
felt that she was able to recall more than when participating in the traditional online
learning experience. She attributed this to the visuals in particular, but also to greater
interaction.
Regulation of Learning
The external regulation of learning provided by the SL experience helped to
mitigate the challenges that her personal context posed. Sarah struggled with her online
courses as a result of her personal context. In an interview, Sarah stated, “I do not let
personal stuff get in the way of the virtual learning unlike what I do when I am left to do
it myself.” She further agreed that the SL experiences kept her on task;
Yeah, for example right now my three-year old is trying to find out what
we are doing and is asking tons of questions; if I was doing this
[interview] on my own I would probably have quit and postponed it again.
The accountability of being expected to be somewhere, even virtually aided her.
Although working around the set times of the SL class meetings was somewhat difficult,
she “definitely like[d] the learning process more in SL.” In order to accommodate the
schedules of the online students who had jobs, families, and other life commitments that
made participating in the set class times, one of the two class meeting times started at 7
p.m. The later class helped to accommodate those that had jobs that ended later, or those
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with children. Sarah stated, “Being able to log on SL after the kids go to bed makes
school easier.” The fact that the class sessions were offered at times that worked with her
schedule and that she could do her individual work in SL when it was convenient to her
helped her positive opinion of the experience. SL accommodated, rather than interfered,
with her life constraints.
The negative impact of life demands was mitigated by the co-regulation provided
by the virtual world experience. Torras and Mayordomo (2011) defined co-regulation as
“the temporary coordination of self-regulation amongst self and others” (p. 2285). Coregulation was provided to Sarah through the virtual experience in several ways. First, a
required meeting time created structure for her learning. She did not have to analyze,
plan, and implement a learning strategy for the content being addressed in the SL classes
in the same way she did when working with the material as a traditional online student.
These steps are essential in the self-regulation of learning according to an information
processing model (Schunk, 2012). She had a specific time that she committed for her
learning, and had additional accountability to participate. I helped to analyze the learning
goals, plan, and implement the learning experiences to a greater degree in SL than is
possible in the traditional online environment. Second, the benefit she perceived, and
thereby her motivation, in the experience resulted in her continuing participation. Sarah
was one of the students who really wanted additional sessions in SL. When I thanked
them for coming to the last class and indicated that we would not meet anymore, she
chatted a sad-face emoticon. In interviews and her post-survey, she advocated for
additional SL experiences demonstrating this satisfaction.
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Another issue is that students sometimes lack the motivation and self-regulation
to complete all assigned activities in an online class that would normally be completed by
all during a face-to-face class. SL both helped to provide structure and enhanced
motivation to complete activities. Sarah admitted that this was the case for her. When
asked about how she liked watching and discussing the short classroom management
video in SL, Sarah admitted,
I like the discussion part because honestly there are things that we are
supposed to do on our own that I personally don't do if it is not part of a
discussion or something. I am better prepared when we discuss things.
One significant challenge of online learning is that the accountability to complete certain
activities may not be there. This is one reason why Sarah felt that learning in SL was a lot
easier. She stated, “It has also taught me more than doing things myself.” She learned
more because she was guided through the process and because she was participating in
the full experience, rather than skipping certain activities that would have informed her
learning.
Anonymity and Identity
Sarah’s experience was significantly impacted by the ability to be somewhat
anonymous through her avatar representation. The identity that one takes on in a virtual
world is not always the same as the one enacted in another situation (Atkinson, 2009;
Sutanto, Phang, Tan, & Lu, 2011). This is not unlike that of other online experiences
whereby a user’s behavior can be altered, positively and/or negatively, by the degree of
anonymity provided in the online arena (Chester, 2006; Suler, 2004). Amongst the online
users, Sarah chose an avatar nickname that was the least identifiable among the
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participants. Nicknames are widely used online and can help express “some
characteristics of the self” (Talamo & Ligorio, 2001, p. 111). While her nickname was
the most anonymous, it was also the most revealing in terms of interests. The other
participants used forms of their own name or a label which made them identifiable within
the university course management program. Her user name represented a music artist
whom she liked. Therefore, her peers would be unable to link her to her avatar if they had
chosen to do so without asking.
In interviews, I uncovered that in traditional face-to-face classroom environments,
Sarah is very shy, and is even uncomfortable in a face-to-face classroom. This discomfort
and shyness existed in interactions with her peers and her teachers. With teachers, she
feared being “called out” and “feeling stupid,” but felt less uncomfortable virtually. She
stated, “I still do not like being called out but can handle it better virtually a little.” This
environment facilitated both her participation and help-seeking behavior, which was
observed in each class session.
With her peers, she feared “feeling stupid” and also felt that she had beliefs that
would be contrary to those peers, putting her in a vulnerable position. Nowhere was this
clearer to Sarah than during the use of the Opinionator. After the second class session, I
asked Sarah if she was able to express her opinion, or if she felt pressure to moderate her
beliefs based on the behavior of her peers. She said if this activity had been completed
within a traditional classroom, she probably would not have provided honest answers.
She went so far as to say, “I would never state my actual opinion in a face to face class.
Just because I would not want to really argue with anyone because of my difference in
opinions.” She elaborated,
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One, because most of the people on here have no clue what I look like so
my personal beliefs cannot be spread around if met in person. Trust me my
beliefs can be really different from others and this setting allows a person
to be more like themselves without the recourse than they could be in
public.
Not only did she not want others to know her true feelings, she also feared what her peers
would think about her. She stated, “I am just uncomfortable around a lot of [peers].
Surprisingly they can be more cruel than kids.” Despite this, she did feel like she
benefited from her peers in SL. When asked about this, she stated, “sometimes they ask
things that I had not thought of that are helpful, but then sometimes they ask the same
question that I am typing. Lol.” Even having students ask the same questions created a
situation for Sarah, where she felt like her questions were valid.
In the virtual world, the anonymity gave her the opportunity to “be herself” and to
just be more comfortable in the learning environment. Being in the comfort of her own
home contributed to her ease in the SL environment. She stated, “honestly I am more
open than I would be if I was in a face-to-face class. I am more comfortable from my
own home.” She felt that this environment supported her learning because she felt “like
[she could] ask questions when needed without feeling ‘stupid’.” As a result, she felt
“learning in SL is a positive one. You are allowed to be yourself and ask questions that
you might not ask otherwise for worry of what others might think.” This again
demonstrates that she experienced a degree of benign disinhibition that promoted a more
positive learning experience (Suler, 2004).
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The Avatar Experience
While the anonymity was beneficial to Sarah’s experience, she also did not report
a connection to her avatar. During training Sarah indicated she wanted to change her
avatar. She stated, “yeah I do not like mine. I want to change it.” Despite this, she never
changed her avatar significantly. In fact, in this training, we purchased tourist-like
cameras that hang around the neck. She never bothered removing the camera, wearing it
throughout all of the sessions (see Figure 4.28). The camera was initially worn as part of
a training exercise, rather than a desire to wear the camera. Most of her peers removed
their unnecessary accessories. Additionally, she never changed her clothes, with the
exception of the last class session, where I had students wear specific color coded t-shirts
based on their chosen content area endorsement. She never fully edited her avatar to
represent herself, but rather used a slightly modified version of a default avatar. She did
make a joke about how she preferred her avatar to her real world body and its very
pregnant belly. She explained, “I do not feel that [my avatar] represents me, but at this
time I would rather that look than the bulging belly.” Her appearance ended up not being
a significant issue for her, or at least not enough to spend the time to fix it or change it in
any way. However, Sarah’s lack of connection with her avatar could have contributed to
this lack of effort to edit her avatar (Suh, Kim, & Suh, 2011).
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Figure 4.28
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Images of Sarah’s avatar.

A: Class 1. Despite the gray image in the first picture, Sarah is actually in the same outfit
as the second image. At times, weak Internet connections or limited graphic cards result
in grayed out avatars.
B: Interview 2.
C:Interview 3. She wore the camera throughout her experience and never changed her
clothes with the exception of her shirt, which was part of the third unit class.

Teacher Presence
Sarah benefited from a greater sense of teacher presence using SL. She felt a
greater connection with me, than with the course instructor, as a result of the experience,
providing additional monitoring of her progress and accountability. This relationship
helped to provide her external learning support. Sarah explained, “Not that she is not nice
or anything, SL just provides for me that connection that I do not get from online alone.”
Teacher presence and immediacy has shown to improve the bond between teacher and
student (Di Blas & Poggi, 2007), improve co-regulation of learning (Torras &
Mayordomo, 2011), and also improve satisfaction and persistence in online learning (Joo,
Lim, & Kim, 2011; N. Shin, 2003).
Social Presence
Although Sarah felt relatively connected to me, she lacked a significant
connection to her peers. She stated,
138

I know that they are real but don't really feel that connection I guess. It is
more just the sense of reality and knowing that they exist but not really
feel like their character is real. If that makes any sense.
This somewhat contradicts the work of Huang, Backman, and Backman (2010) who
found that presence was a significant factor in the attitude of students toward online
learning and perceptions of the learning in a virtual world. Huang, et al. found that
besides presence, sufficient skills in the environment and the perception of interactivity in
the virtual learning experience impacted virtual learning experiences. For Sarah, these
two other factors were more significant in her experience, than peer presence.
Environment and Immersion
Sarah enjoyed the various environments used for the SL classes. Her favorite
environment was the sky islands. She described them as peaceful, and wish she could go
there. She specifically liked the ability to interact with the world and to move around in
it, rather than remaining stationary. For example, she liked being able to walk through the
various demonstration classrooms, and move from island to island in the third unit
classroom. She also liked the fact that there were different environments for each class
session. She said, “it definitely changes things up and makes it more interesting.”
Despite her enjoyment and positive opinion of SL as a learning environment, Sarah
reported a somewhat surprising lack of immersion. She stated,
I do not really feel like I am part of the world but I think that has more to
do with me being a physical type of person. I love the virtual part but
cannot make myself actually feel part of this world.
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Sarah had a difficult time with fully immersing herself in the experience. She also had to
contend with family distractions that prevented her from fully immersing herself in the
experience.
SL Challenges
Sarah did not experience significant technical problems. She did have a couple of
instances of having the SL interface crash. However, these technical issues did not play a
significant role in her experience, nor influenced her perception of the experience. She
did indicate that the experience would be improved if the voice issues could be resolved.
Other students had challenges hearing voice in SL resulting in me having to narrate
myself in text chat. This process did constrain the learning experience at the times that
this was an issue because I would have to talk slower, or pause more often to share what I
was saying in the text chat.
Sarah’s Experience
Given Sarah’s personal context, her SL experience was the right balance between
the flexibility and anonymity of online learning, and the more regulated and supportive
face-to-face learning environment. She indicated that normally she was a very diligent
student, but that during this semester, a difficult pregnancy made her course work more
challenging. Pregnancy is not completely atypical for online students, in fact Kay was
also pregnant during the semester, but the challenges of this pregnancy had a greater
impact than would be the norm given that she was admitted to the hospital, and was
placed on bed rest over the course of the semester. Also, as will be discussed, Sarah was
unable to take face-to-face classes, and actually felt uncomfortable in a real classroom
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environment, again making SL that just right experience. She also considered herself to
be an interactive learner. Therefore, the interactive and visual nature of the experience
facilitated her learning better than the traditional online course. For Sarah, this just right
experience helped to meet her needs by mitigating the limitations of both face-to-face and
traditional online learning.
Overall, Sarah’s experience in SL met her educational and personal needs in an
online course, but with a more co-regulated, visual, and interactive learning experience.
As a student in SL Sarah said she, “was very involved and enjoyed every minute of SL.”
While she enjoyed SL, she struggled during the semester. For example, she was behind in
her reading of Not Much, Just Chillin’ (Perlstein, 2003), a required book for the middle
level course. In the end she was able to pass the class, but never completed all the book
related assignments. Her experience in the course was impacted by the nature of her
unique personal context. This personal context also made SL particularly beneficial for
Sarah.
Throughout the experience, Sarah made sense of this experience through
comparing it to her previous learning experiences, both online and in face-to-face classes.
Additionally, during SL class sessions, she took the cues of the environment to behave in
certain ways, such as sitting when chairs were present.
For Sarah, several factors contributed to her just right experience. Sarah’s unique
personal context, with experiencing a difficult pregnancy, feeling uncomfortable in faceto-face learning environments, being unable to attend face-to-face classes due to her
family circumstances, and her need for a more regulated learning experience contributed
to her experiences. Additionally, the interactive and visual nature of SL made the
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learning experience especially beneficial and interesting for Sarah. Clearly, she had both
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators at work, influencing her experience within SL (D. H.
Shin, 2009).
While this experience was positive, she did enter into the experience with
sufficient computer skills and confidence, an interest in working with middle level
students, and a degree of intrinsic motivation. With regard to her computer skill, by the
end of the semester, she felt very comfortable, especially with setups for the class and the
atmosphere. She also felt comfortable with the more advanced skills of setting up her
classroom. The only skill that still challenged her by the end was flying. Sarah’s middle
school interest influenced her experience in terms of her general engagement, but in her
post-survey felt that it did not play a significant role in the effort she put forth.
Interestingly in Sarah’s case, a significant degree of immersion in the world was
not necessary for her to have felt engaged and have positive feelings toward learning in
SL. Her initial motivations for participation were fulfilled resulting in a positive
experience. She summed up her experience by stating, “I would tell [others] that I
thoroughly enjoyed it and would like to have all the classes taught that way.”
Elizabeth’s Story
Background and Context
As a 28 year old married woman with a two-year-old son, Elizabeth had to
negotiate school and life, much like the other non-traditional student participants.
Throughout the course of the semester, her grandfather was hospitalized, her son became
sick, and her employer changed hands, changing her work schedule, and eventually
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resulting in the loss of her job. She had to awaken at 3:45 a.m. each morning. Then she
lost her job. She stated, “This semester outside influences have made it more difficult to
keep up” with her course work. Her personal context also dictated her need to participate
in the online, rather than face-to-face program. She stated, “Well I have to do online,
because of my schedule. I like traditional, but I don’t have the time or the resources to do
it.”
Elizabeth had a somewhat regimented school-work schedule. She tried to
complete school-work from 1:30-7:00 p.m. And she tried to not get up until she was
done. She said, “My theory was, whenever you sat down, you had to finish a whole
subject.” Additionally, she would attempt to work on an online learning module as soon
as it became available. Therefore, she did maintain a degree of self-regulation and
volitional control, demonstrating an ability to plan and manage her time. However, she
also indicated that, “It’s not really a schedule because you know, you really can’t
schedule your life cause you know like doctor visits for your kids, your kids get sick,
your kids get hurt, uhm emergencies come up.” Despite these challenges, she completed
the semester successfully despite the fact that after the second class session, she feared
she was going to fail one of her courses.
As a student, Elizabeth described herself as “average.” She said, “I believe I can
do any activity, if it is explained correctly to me. I can usually get the major points from
reading, but instructions get lost in translation sometimes.” Clearly, this could be a
challenge in traditional online learning where often the vast majority of instructions are in
written form. Elizabeth described herself as a “hands-on learner.” She also stated she
learns “better with visual and actually doing things.”
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Middle Level Teaching Interest
Elizabeth began the semester interested in working with middle level students and
this continued to be the case by the end of the semester. At the beginning of the course
she explained why, stating, “They are more mature and responsible for themselves.” At
the end of the semester, she further stated, “They are independent and can understand
instructions better. Also, the younger students are fun, but you can do more hands-on
projects with these age groups.” In addition, she felt that she wanted there to be a
challenge with the material she would teach. She stated, “To me if somebody’s struggling
with my instructions I want it to be because you know there’s a little bit of difficulty to
it.” Her endorsement areas were in math and English, but her preference was in teaching
English at the middle school level.
Computer Skill, Interest, Anxiety, and Virtual World Experience
Elizabeth, like her peers, was confident in her computer skills. She rated her
computer proficiency as advanced. On average, she indicated she used computers 15 plus
hours a day and had previously taken 24 online courses. Like Sarah, but unlike the other
three participants, Elizabeth had taken a significant portion of her lower division course
work online. She described herself as often open to trying new things on the computer.
She did not fear causing computer problems, and felt that she could most likely fix most
computer problems. She also indicated she often wanted new gadgets or technology. She
believed that computers are necessary tools in educational settings. Elizabeth had no prior
significant gaming experience, and had never heard of SL prior to this class.
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Decision to Participate
Curiosity was the primary motivator for Elizabeth’s participation in the SL
experience. She stated, “I have never seen this kind of program in distance learning. I am
curious to see how this works.” Like Sarah, she had an intrinsic interest in participating in
the SL experience.
The SL Experience
Training and Initial Impressions
The first training hour was somewhat unique for Elizabeth; she had actually
completed the VAI orientation on her own prior to our group training. Like Christine,
Elizabeth came into the training with more prior knowledge of how to operate within the
SL environment and how to use the SL interface. In reviewing the video capture of
Elizabeth’s group training, this prior experience was observable. She performed each
action in the training well, including opening a box, wearing a hat, teleporting, and
followed me easily throughout the training. She did have one small challenge in the
changing room. She took off her pants for a minute on accident, though this is a common
experience with new SL users.
Overall, Elizabeth felt that VAI orientation was “pretty self-explanatory.” As a
result, when asked about the first training, she said, “it was pretty boring. But I did learn
a few more things I didn’t catch on to at the first. So, overall it was pretty needed.” She
found the flying activity during training to be particularly helpful, stating “the way it was
set up really helped me understand how to do it.” While Elizabeth found flying to be
challenging, the biggest challenge she encountered was “getting the viewing part down
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pat.” She stated, “I had trouble with that all the way up to the end. I don’t know why I
had trouble with that, but closer to the end, I was like ‘oh, that’s how you do it’. It was
really simple.” She felt that the skill she learned that was most valuable during this first
training was picking up objects.
After leaving VAI, we returned to the school. Elizabeth started exploring, looking
around the school, using the stairs, going into the library, and so forth while others
worked on their avatars more. She even attempted to buy the clothes I had set up in the
library. Unfortunately, I had not set the boxes up so that the participants could use them.
This resulted in her stating, “I’m lost.” I reassured her it was my fault and she continued
exploring until she signed off a few more minutes and she responded with “okay I got it.”
Elizabeth participated in the second hour of training with one other online
participant and three other students from the face-to face class. She participated in the
my first presentation of the second training sessions, where I had the most technical
difficulties with getting students registered for SLOODLE and using microphones.
Despite this, Elizabeth seemingly did not have any significant challenges. She was able to
register for SLOODLE and use her audio with relative ease, while some of the other
students had challenges. Once registered for SLOODLE, Elizabeth used it to clap,
indicate she understood, and shook her head, all gestures that are facilitated by the
SLOODLE toolbar. Her computer did freeze briefly and then seemed to unfreeze itself
after a minute. She asked me to repeat myself so she could know what she missed, which
I did. During this training, I taught the students how to edit, move, and create objects in
SL. We started with editing chair color (see Figure 4.29). We then moved on to moving
objects. She was able to manipulate objects and move them around with ease. I also had
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the participants create a board so that they could do so in their future classrooms if they
so desired. Elizabeth was able to create her board and wanted to use a photo I had in my
inventory as a texture (see Figure 4.29). I could not share it with her, but she was able to
change the color and texture of the board to demonstrate she learned the skill.

A

B

Figure 4.29

Elizabeth editing and creating objects.

A: Editing the chair color, changing it to red.
B: Elizabeth created her box and resized it into a board she could put up in her classroom.

SL Unit 1 Class: Structures of Middle Level Education
Elizabeth showed up about 15 minutes early to the first class session. I had asked
all participants to sign in about 5-10 minutes early to work out any technical difficulties.
When she signed on, she was not located at the school, but elsewhere in SL. When I saw
she signed on and was not on the island we were using for class, I sent her a teleport to
get her to the school. Elizabeth sat in the table closest to the front of the library. At first
she could not hear me, but this was fixed quickly before class began.
During the first half hour we discussed the required field experience, the test that
would be given the following week, and reviewed previous lessons. Elizabeth took this
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opportunity to ask if the online tests would need to be proctored. I informed her that this
would not be necessary.
From about 30 minutes into the class session, when the review of previous
material began to be discussed, Elizabeth participated actively. She contributed to
answering questions a total of 18 times, averaging about one contribution every five
minutes. However, her participation was not quite as robust as that of her peers. One
thing stood out with regard to her participation. On a couple of occasions, she made
connections between what we were discussing and her field experience. For example,
Elizabeth stated, “I am actually observing a class like that” referring to our discussion of
tracking (ability grouping). She continued, “No one is able to help. [The students] all
struggle on the same curriculum, which makes the teacher and the students frustrated.”
She was clearly processing the information being discussed and making meaning of it
from her personal experiences observing a middle school classroom.
During the visits to the demonstration classrooms, Elizabeth continued to
participate. She responded to class questions. For example, in one of the classrooms
visited, I asked the participants to evaluate and compare two classroom arrangements,
and the various advantages and disadvantages. In regard to one, she stated, “the students
are not starring at the teacher’s desk all day.” She shared her unique perspective on one
of the particular class arrangements.
Elizabeth and her peers in this class session did not necessarily demonstrate
typical student behavior in that they did not sit down in each of the classrooms. The
participants did not follow the real world norms as would be sort of expected. They stood
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in each classroom throughout each discussion. They did so despite the fact that prior to
the classroom visitations, they were all seated in the library.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
In her post class survey and interview, Elizabeth found that the support of a
teacher explaining course content and the visual nature of the environment were very
beneficial. She stated, “I like that there was someone explaining everything. I have not
been in a face to face class, all of my classes have been online, so this was refreshing to
hear a voice explain the concepts.” The benefit of the explanation was further boosted by
being able to experience the various classroom setups. She further explained, “It really
helped me. Actually seeing the way the class needed to be setup made it easier to
understand and to have you explain the process with actually looking at it really helped.”
She liked having the room arrangements being described “in person.” Elizabeth felt that
this class helped her with her test as well. She also liked the environment. She said, “It
gives me the feeling of being in an actual classroom.” The experience of learning with a
teacher within the environment(s) being discussed provided a more supportive learning
experience for Elizabeth.
Structures Assessment: Demonstrating Learning
Elizabeth was the only participant who did not create her classroom in SL as part
of her structures assignment. She chose an alternative online 2D room planner (see Figure
4.30). Although she used this alternative planner, she initially attempted to create her
room in SL, but was unable to “get the desks to act right” so she gave up. She never
asked for assistance, and the other participants happened to find me in SL when they
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were working on their rooms. Therefore, she was the only one who did not receive
assistances, which most likely explains why she was the only participant who was unable
to complete the room setup in SL. She became too frustrated and resorted to the
alternative program provided. Despite this, she said she “got [her] idea” in SL. She said
“it is how I decided what I wanted to do. I went in there and figured out and started
moving furniture.” She further elaborated, “my ideas initially came from SL. I wish I
could have finished in SL, because I think it would have been better.” Despite feeling
that it would have been better, and feeling like the SL demonstration rooms were useful,
she also felt that the rooms were not reflective enough of classrooms she had seen in
practice. She stated, “I mean I know there’s classrooms set up like that I’ve just never
seen them and so that’s what made it a little bit less believable.” This lack of connection
to things she had seen in the real world created a disconnect that prevented the SL
classrooms from feeling more real.

Figure 4.30

Elizabeth’s room design as submitted for her structures assignment.
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SL Unit 2 Class: Classroom Management
Elizabeth’s second class experience was similar to her first. She arrived about
seven minutes early. She enjoyed the class and her participation rate was similar with 19
contributions. Again, her participation level was less than that of her peers. In this class,
it was about half that of the others, but still substantive. It did seem that her new work
schedule impacted her. At the end of the class session she asked, “did you say we could
go, I have to be up at 3:45 in the morning?” She had also been up since that time, making
her quite tired, as she reported in an interview. This made the class time pass slower for
her. She explained, “Yea, the first session flew by, and the second seemed to drag at the
end, but I think it was because I was so sleepy. I have been up since 3:30 that morning.”
Therefore, this class was somewhat less engaging for her.
Learning Environment
While Elizabeth liked the nature of the new environment, it also created some
additional challenges. She liked the feeling of being outdoors in the virtual world.
Elizabeth indicated that it “was a lot like in a normal class; when you are indoors it feels
on way, and outdoors feels another.” The challenges came from where she sat in the
class (see Figure 4.31). She stated, “it was hard for me to see the PowerPoint and the
video from where I was sitting.” She neither got up and moved, nor asked for help in
changing the view in order to see better.
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Figure 4.31

Elizabeth’s seating location.

The arrow points to where Elizabeth sat off to the side a little bit. Although I sat in each
bean bag to check the view, I did not realize it would be as much of a challenge as it was
for her.

Opinionator
Elizabeth, like her peers, enjoyed the Opinionator activity, and much for the same
reasons. She stated, “I liked it, it let me see how I compare to the rest of the class with
my ideas.” She did not worry about being embarrassed if she answered incorrectly,
especially because, as she said “they don’t know me and I don’t know them.” When
asked if she felt that knowing her peers would have changed the experience, she
indicated, “well, yes and no. I get embarrassed in front of big crowds, but in here it
doesn’t bother me as bad…I don’t see their expressions, so it is not as bad.” For
Elizabeth, not seeing the reactions of her peers provided a sense of security that made
participation in the Opinionator activity a little less intimidating.
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Visual and/or interactive learning in SL
Elizabeth found the 3D visualization for the discussion about the appropriate
degree of teacher cooperation and dominance in a classroom was beneficial. She stated,
“I liked how you showed us exactly what you were talking about…being able to point out
which one you were discussing.” She also indicated she visualized this representation
when answering a test question later about this topic.
Watching the video in SL was a positive experience. She said, “I liked it, it made
the assignment easier, and it helped when we discussed it together as a class, because
then you know what was right and wrong with what [the teacher in the video] did.” For
Elizabeth, the feedback and interaction process after watching the video provided support
for her learning experience.
SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Planning
During the final SL class, Elizabeth’s participation was at its highest level of all
the classes. She participated 51 times, both responding to questions, and asking her own.
For example, when I began discussing the planning and assessment project, she asked “is
this the project where we said we were going to work in a group?” I replied to her and the
others that they would indeed be working on the project with a partner, if they chose to
do so. She also responded to the prompts in the Opinionator activity. For example, she
when prompted about the statement “Textbooks should be the most significant source of
information for teaching,” she replied, the “textbook doesn’t teach, teachers do.” For
almost every statement, she not only physically demonstrated her level of agreement, but
she also stated her beliefs explicitly in the chat.
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Elizabeth actually participated as much, if not more than any student participating
in the second of the two unit 3 class sessions. By this time, she had lost her job and no
longer had to be up at 3:45 a.m. which could account for her greater participation. At the
end of the class, when I announced that we would not have any further SL sessions, she
chatted, “aww.” She elaborated, “thank you, it was fun and helpful.” She also indicated at
this point, her desire to continue the course with SL meetings if it were to be possible.
Technical Issues
Elizabeth had a couple of technical issues with ambient noise in SL at the
beginning of class. She heard music, and people talking whom she should not have been
hearing. Other participants had the same challenge, which I was able to address through
talking them through some of their audio preferences. She also briefly lost audio at one
point during the class, but it was a very brief interruption. Other than that, she did not
have any other technical difficulties, such as falling off the islands, and so forth.
Learning Environment
Elizabeth liked the environment of this last class session. She stated, “I remember
being up there, and I thought it was just neat and different how…It just puts you in a
different kind of environment to learn.” She further described this feeling stating,
It made you feel less…I don't know. You know how you get when you get
in a classroom? Or even just doing it online in chat rooms, you don't
actually see anybody, and all that. But up there you were just in a laidback environment. You could see everybody you were talking to. I liked
it.
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I asked her how the environment influenced her learning experience. She explained,
“Yeah. Just like it wasn't as much pressure to learn. I thought it helped out a lot to
understand what you were learning, because it just wasn't a drab experience.” For her, the
learning environment made the experience more enjoyable.
Opinionator
Elizabeth’s experience with the Opinionator activity at the beginning of the class
was once again a generally positive one. She said, “Well yeah, I'm going to tell you, I
like it. Because you had to make up your own mind, and you got to see what everybody
else voted.” However, she felt that some of the other students “didn't want to be singled
out.” Unlike the first time she participated in the activity, she felt that her peers “would
just go with the crowd.” She stated, “I remember a lot of times, me and maybe two other
people, would go to our area, and then you would look, and everybody else would just
follow.” She did qualify her statement, stating, “I'm not saying everybody did that. I was
just saying that's the way it seemed to me.” Despite this she still liked it because she got
to state her opinion. She liked this because, “[The other students] didn't know me. It
doesn't matter if they thought [my opinion] was good or not.” She was able to state her
beliefs, without feeling like other people she knew would judge her.
Collaboration: Unwrapping Standards and Writing Goals and Objectives
For Elizabeth, group work had become problematic through the online program,
and it seemed that these feelings carried over into the partner work in SL. She stated,
Well, it was fine. But I'm not big on partner work. After one of the other
semesters, I don't really like partner work anymore. I don't know. I don't
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know how to explain it. From my experience, your partners really don't do
anything. They just kind of wait to see what you have to say, and then go
with…
About working with her partner in SL she said, “I mean that’s the way it kind a works
with the objectives and the goals, you know. Because you just kind of have to. I had to
say what I thought was <frustration> I don’t know, it was just – I don’t like – you know I
don’t mind giving my opinion but I want to hear other people’s opinions.” For Elizabeth,
it was not cooperative and also she felt like if it was wrong, she was then blamed by her
partner. Even in this more synchronous learning environment, Elizabeth did not like
working with a partner.
Use of SL Outside of Training and Class Meetings
One potential affordance of SL is the persistence of the environment (Warburton,
2009), meaning that the resources and learning tools from class are available for use
outside of class time. Elizabeth did not take advantage of this persisting environment for
learning purposes, but she did go back and play. She said, “Well, I went in and I looked
at all the different places.” Even in this exploration, she remained on the island that the
school utilized and the VAI orientation island. She returned to VAI orientation to gain
more practice flying. She said, “I practiced flying and landing so I wouldn’t look like an
idiot every time I landed and fell on my face.” She also went and played with in the
dancing area, and so forth. She did not explore beyond those two locales. This could be
attributed to the fact that I did not expose the students to additional locations in SL and
her feeling that she might do the wrong thing in SL and get into trouble. When exploring,
she said, “I actually bumped into a couple of people and I thought oh I’m going get into
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trouble so I signed off.” She clearly did not feel comfortable going beyond the bounds of
the experiences presented to her in the context of the SL classroom or training. However,
she was the only participant to explore beyond the bounds of the virtual middle school,
indicating a stronger curiosity than that of the other participants.
Online Learning in an SL Environment
Elizabeth compared the experiences of face-to-face, traditional online, and SL
learning. Her opinions about the best method of learning wavered and were also
influenced by her personal context. Where she struggled was in determining her
preference between SL and face-to-face learning. At one point she stated, “To me, faceto-face is probably the best way to do it,” referring to learning, especially as a teacher
candidate. She further elaborated about how her personal context resulted in her inability
to attend a face-to-face program: “for a lot of students, like myself, we just can’t. You
know it’s just not possible.” Therefore, the opportunity to do SL as opposed to traditional
online was a positive one for Elizabeth. She said,
I like SL as opposed to just straight “online.” Because it does give you that
“face time” and I mean in reality it’s just as good as face-to-face so for me
to pick I would pick SL over any of them.
In the same interview, Elizabeth initially started the discussion with preferring face-toface over SL, but as she discussed it aloud, her opinion evolved to preferring SL. I
clarified this by asking if it was her circumstances that made SL the most appealing. She
replied, “Even if I could go to face-to-face class, I’d pick SL.” I had her further
elaborate. She explained,
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Well, you get the same environment as face-to-face, but it’s on a flexible
schedule and it’s more laid back, I mean just let me talk about the visual,
you know. It’s a different setting each time. You don’t feel the pressure
you do in front of your peers. You know, I mean. You’re not afraid to ask
questions because it’s not actually where you’d get stared at.
For Elizabeth, she felt that the lack of pressure made learning easier for her than in any
other environment.
She was always very positive about the SL experience from the first SL class and
definitely preferred it to her traditional online learning experiences. In her final
interview, she stated,
It helps a lot, like I have said this whole time, it has you talking and
discussing everything. That helps A LOT. Also, the visual part helps, it is
a lot better than a chat session where we just talk; in here we talk and use
visual effects. It makes the experience a lot better.
Even accounting for the advantage of synchronous chat interaction in traditional online
classes, Elizabeth preferred SL. Elizabeth shared the issues she had with traditional
synchronous chats in our interview. Before I explain this, I need to clarify something
unique about the synchronous chats in the traditional online program during this
semester. The course instructor and I participated in all the online chats. Elizabeth
referred to this stating,
That's what was good about having both of y'all in there. Because if one
missed the question, the other one picked up. Because if you ask a
question and it goes unanswered, the first thing that goes through your
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mind is not, “Well, she just overlooked it because there's 15 other students
asking the question.” You look at as, “Well she thought your question was
stupid so she's just not going to answer it.”
Therefore in her experience with the middle level course chat was relatively positive, but
in other experiences she felt like she could not always ask a question again if it went
unanswered. I asked her if this was as significant of an issue with asking me questions in
chat, and so forth given that we had the SL relationship. She indicated that the SL
experience made her feel comfortable seeking extra help and that was why even the next
semester she contacted me, not other instructors, for help with a project she was
completing.
Regulation of Learning
Given that regulation of learning takes additional effort (Zimmerman, 1986), the
SL experience was a relief for Elizabeth from expending the extra effort to be successful
as an online student and also supported her learning, at least as perceived by her. The SL
experience provided a degree of co-regulation that influenced her experience. In an
interview, she explained,
I think I learned more that semester in that class than I have in any of my
online classes. I like [SL], it has been very helpful with my learning
experience this semester, and believe me I need all the help I can get. My
other classes have been hard. I think I may even fail one of them :-(
One reason for this could be that she was not always motivated to complete the assigned
work. Students were expected to read, review PowerPoints and do other activities like
viewing videos as part of their learning process. Like Sarah, Elizabeth did not always
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have enough time to complete all the course work, or the self-regulatory skills or
motivation to do so. For example she explained,
To be completely honest, half the time I forget to even read the power
points, so when we are class and you go over them, then I know I have
read them and sometimes there are things that I might not understand, and
having you there clarifying them make it easier to understand.
However, even when she did the course work, the immediate interaction, discussion, and
feedback provided in SL supported her learning. Also, participation in class limited the
assignments and work that was required outside of class time, thereby limited the amount
of self-regulation necessary for class success. In the online class, students traditionally
have to complete work that would be completed in class, and outside of class, more
independently than necessary when participating in SL classes. Elizabeth indicated that
this was a significant benefit as well. She said,
Well, I mean there really wasn’t a whole lot we had to do outside of the
class. So I like it because you know you got, you were in there, you got
direct instructions, you got direct feedback. You knew exactly what was
expected out of you. And, if you were doing it wrong, you know you
could tell us who was doing it wrong. I guess it goes back to feedback and
instruction.
SL provided scaffolding for her learning. Essentially, she did not have to put forth as
much effort with co-regulation, which made the course “less challenging, not having to
do it individually.” Like Sarah, the additional accountability to complete learning
activities, and the support to do so made a difference for Elizabeth. Therefore, the co160

regulation of the SL experience benefited Elizabeth and influenced her strong desire to
have more class sessions held in SL.
Anonymity and Identity
Anonymity in the virtual world was a positive component of Elizabeth’s
experience in SL. Elizabeth explained,
I’m not a shy person unless I get in front of a crowd…and like just sitting
in a classroom doesn’t bother me. I don’t care because I have to get up in
front of a class [of children] and speak; in front of my peers, it’s a
different story.
She said, “It’s weird, when I subbed being in front of a class didn't bother me, but when I
was in a classroom in college, I would get nervous.” We discussed how public speaking
used to be a required course for teacher education and she indicated she would have
failed that course due to her fear of speaking in front of crowds of adults or her peers.
However, with her and her peers being represented as avatars in SL, she was more able to
engage in discussion. She said,
Yeah. It's weird though. Because I was actually able to talk more with the
avatars than I was at the time with my classmates, even in discussion
boards or chat rooms or whatever. I felt like I could talk to them better. I
guess because we were being represented by the little avatars. They didn't
seem as…I don't know how to explain it.
She felt that her peers were both more real, and less real all at the same time. She
elaborated, “I would say, it felt like it was real, but in sense it was not. You could really
say whatever you wanted to without risking…I don't know how to explain it. But I wasn't
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worried.” Also, it made her more comfortable giving answers or contributing. She said
“Because if you raise your hand, and you answer something, and it's stupid, then they
know it. Or if it's wrong. But on there, if your answer is wrong, they don't know who you
are, so it doesn't matter.” Freedom from fear of peer evaluation promoted a more positive
learning experience.
The Avatar Experience
Elizabeth had a somewhat unique experience with her avatar, in comparison to
her peers. In her first interview, Elizabeth stated that while the creation of her avatar was
enjoyable, she did not “really look at” it, or connect with it. In the third unit class, she
said, “my avatar is really ugly,” but did not elaborate on this. However, in her final
interview, she opened up about the problems she had with the avatar representation. She
stated,
To be honest with you, when I was creating it and was going through all
the little body figures and everything, I clicked on one, and it turned out,
excuse my language, to look like a very big slut. I didn't mean to, and I
couldn't ever figure out how to change it back. I just kept trying to cover
up the clothes and whatever. Yeah, I don't know if you noticed, but my
little avatar looked completely different than everybody else's.
I never noticed the difference between her avatar and the others. She used one of the
default avatars that are regularly used by avatars and therefore it did not stand out. Even
in reviewing the pictures, she was not significantly different from her peers, except the
fact that her bust size was somewhat bigger (see Figure 4.32). She said, “I think I got like
the Pamela Anderson version of the avatar on there.” This resulted in embarrassment, but
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she never asked for help in editing the shape. She explained, “[laughs] I didn't want to be,
‘my avatar does not look very school-worthy. Can we change it?’” She felt that her peers’
looked normal and that hers “stood out like a sore thumb.” She said, “I was really
embarrassed every time I logged in. I was like, what do they think about me?” She felt
that this kept her from connecting with her avatar. Despite this, she did say that her
avatar did represent her in a couple of ways. She stated,
I don't know if you noticed that my avatar always wore a ponytail. I do
that. I did pick the hair like that. She always wore blue jeans and a t-shirt.
That's me. I just can't get the figure down.
Even though the hair was in a ponytail, it did not support her connection to the avatar. In
the first interview, she stated, “Just look at my hair. It is hard to get lost in reality with it
looking like that.” Elizabeth’s dissatisfaction with her avatar’s hair interrupted her ability
to immerse herself in the virtual world. Clearly, while her avatar represented Elizabeth to
a certain extent, its shape was a barrier to her connection to and comfort with her avatar.

Figure 4.32 Elizabeth’s avatar (on the left) during an in-world interview.
163

Teacher Presence
Elizabeth’s increased sense of teacher presence influenced her preference for
learning in SL, especially in comparison to her traditional online experiences. The lack of
personal contact with the traditional online instructors resulted in feelings that many of
the instructors were unapproachable in comparison to me as a result of our SL
interactions. She stated,
I guess it's just because like you said, having you in SL, and actually
speaking to you. Because none of the other instructors I've ever spoken to.
We have you in chat. But actually hearing your voice and getting to see
some kind of figurization of you or whatever.
Voice and avatar representation increased her perception of teacher presence. I felt “real”
to her in a way that her other online instructors did not. This made the other instructors
feel less approachable. She further explained,
I want to do it right. But I'm not going to lie to you. Being an online
student, you kind of feel like the instructors don't want to tell you, that you
should know it. I know that's wrong. But it does. It makes you feel like if
you ask, you're going to get a bad grade because you should know it.
Also, the dual challenge of having to read instructions, rather than discussing them in a
class setting, and the asynchronous nature of communication with the instructors, further
contributed to this challenge, and made SL thereby more appealing. She explained that
the advantage of SL is that, “I don’t have to guess on assignments and hope I get them
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right. You state what needs to be done, even though I have gotten confused a time or two
;-).” Elizabeth further explained the challenge of traditional online learning, stating, “I
will email one of my instructors, whoever it is. I had a lot of content questions. As soon
as I had the question, I would email her.” However, the responses were not always as
timely as Elizabeth needed, or sometimes she would hear no response at all. Whereas in
SL, she could ask questions as assignments or content were discussed. She delineated the
advantages of SL with regard to teacher presence and communication,
I'm going to tell you, one of the best things about that was actually being
able to one, see you. Two, hear you. For three, to actually get to ask you
questions. Because with online, you get to ask questions, but it could be a
week before you get a response. That's one of my biggest things, I need
feedback. The good thing about being in the classroom, say you was
explaining to us how to do the Opinionator, and we didn't understand it. I
can ask you right then and there. “OK, how does this go?” I like it. I like it
a lot. I wish they would do all the classes that way.
SL provided this teacher presence and support that better facilitated the learning process
for Elizabeth.
Social Presence
Elizabeth felt that the ability to interact with her peers in synchronous SL class
discussion was another benefit, especially in comparison to her traditional online
program. She compared the two stating,
Everybody could post to it on discussions and voice their opinions, and
that you had to review their opinions, and blah-blah-blah. Whereas, when
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you were in Second Life, you were carrying on the discussions. You could
just get it out of the way right there at the front.
This demonstrated her preference for synchronous communication with her peers. She
also felt that the ability to clarify statements in the synchronous environment was an
important advantage of SL. She stated, “Another thing, when you're speaking on a
discussion board, how you say something may not be exactly how you meant it.” She did
not worry as much about how something was said, and thereby allowed her to speak more
freely and participate more actively in her learning. She also felt that her peers were
more real in SL than in the course management system. She said that they seemed, “very
real.” She further explained, “They have actual responses. It makes discussions better,
instead of waiting on a reply, like on [the course management website.]” The increased
level of social presence afforded by SL helped enhance the experience for Elizabeth.
Environment and Immersion
For Elizabeth, the 3D world influenced both her perceived recall of course content
and engagement. The variety of settings and immersion in the world contributed to this
positive influence. Elizabeth felt that each class session had a different “feel” influencing
her engagement in the experience. She explained, “Like for three hours I was not bored.
You changed the scenery up and it didn’t make it. It wasn’t like repetitive you know
what I’m saying where you get like–how do I explain, visually bland I guess.” As a
result, the learning experience was more interesting. Although she liked the variety and
the more relaxed second and third class sessions, Elizabeth felt that the first class session
in the library helped to set the stage and tone of the overall experience. She explained,
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Yeah, I mean you know if you would have started it out in a regular
classroom setting then a lot of, you know, we could have got the illusion
that it wasn’t um, necessary to pay attention I guess you could
say…Starting out in the classroom environment made it feel real you
know say look, you have to pay attention even if it’s for three hours
listening to somebody talk, you have to pay attention, cause it’s in class;
whereas had you started out say you know in the clouds, they would have
been like “oh well this is just kind of a game.”
The initial school environment helped to set the stage for learning in Elizabeth’s mind.
However, the versatility of the environment was beneficial. Speaking specifically about
the opportunity to explore the various classroom arrangements, Elizabeth stated,
Well I mean you know for starters you can manipulate, change it…You
can show us the different ways to set up discussions, you know, if you’re
going to have a lecture you would set up your chairs this way. Well you
can see that in a picture but actually standing in front of the desk seeing
them all facing you. That’s completely different from just looking at a
picture with all the chairs facing toward the front. Gives you a different
kind of feeling like you know, and to be honest with you that’s how I
passed those questions on that test. . . I sat there and I tried to visualize
how you had the classroom set up.
Recreating the school environment for the entire experience would not have been
as positive an experience. She said, she felt more relaxed outdoors, and less stressed in
the outdoor learning environment. She struggled with explaining this feeling. Elizabeth
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stated, “it was helpful because it didn’t make you feel just like you were in a classroom,
you knew that you had to learn. You felt more like you were in a class discussion, but not
in a classroom. You know what I mean?” She distinguished between a more directed
teacher centered feeling from a more inclusive one, where students were more involved.
She also described her experience as follows,
It definitely felt a different climate, not climate, let’s see. I don’t know,
experience when you were sitting in like a real classroom it made you feel
like you were in a real classroom. You know what I’m saying like “don’t
talk out of turn,” you know, “raise your hand” kind of you know what I’m
saying, and when you was outside you kind of felt laid back – like you
was going to have fun and you know enjoying the experience not so
uptight and you know “pay attention.” I know you have to pay attention
but you didn’t feel like if I take my eyes off I’m going to miss something.
She also felt that the immersive quality of the experience and environment supported her
content recall. She explained that it helped with her recall, because “you were kind of
immersed in it as opposed to just looking at a picture.” She explained when taking tests
she would visualize various things to help her answer questions and felt that this was
beneficial.
Despite Elizabeth’s expression of feeling immersed in the environment, she still
had a hard time feeling as if the environment was real, and she did not lose herself in the
experience. When asked if she lost track of herself in SL, she responded, “Not really,
because it is not real. It is hard for me to take this experience that literal.” Her disconnect
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from her avatar and the lack of representativeness was a barrier to a higher level of
immersion within the world.
SL Challenges
Elizabeth had limited technical problems during the semester using SL. At one
point SL would no longer operate on her computer. She had to reinstall it, but that was
not a significant barrier for her. The main challenge she had was hearing me on occasion.
She indicated this challenge as her least favorite part of the experience, explaining,
“Trying to hear when you were talking. Sometimes I couldn't hear or understand, because
either my audio wasn't working or I could only hear typing.” Only hearing typing is a
somewhat common challenge in SL at times. However, she logged out and back in,
fixing the problem. She learned to “stay close” to my avatar to ensure she could hear me.
The only other major challenge for Elizabeth was the typing noises of other avatars in SL.
By default, when other avatars in your vicinity are typing in chat, you can hear typing
noises. For Elizabeth, that was an irritation. She said, “it was just kind of irritating…
whenever people were typing their questions or responses, you could hear them typing.”
However, she did not voice this concern until the post-survey. There is a way to turn this
feature off in the SL audio preferences, but I had never considered it an issue before
seeing her complaint. None of the other participants indicated it as an issue.
Elizabeth’s Experience
Several factors influenced Elizabeth’s SL experience. Elizabeth’s personal
context, her struggle with distractions, the visual and interactive nature of SL, the access
to teacher support, and the pseudo-anonymity all influenced her experience. Though she
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identified certain challenges of SL participation, Elizabeth believed that the benefits
greatly outweighed those challenges, making her participation in SL an extremely
positive experience.
Like her peers, Elizabeth’s overall experience was influenced by her personal
context. SL participation was a challenge given her work hours for the first two sessions.
Given her work schedule, she had to be awake at 3:45 a.m. each morning. She would get
up in the morning, go to work, and then we would finish class in SL at about 10:00 p.m.
And she would have to be up again at 3:45 a.m. the following morning. This contributed
to her being very sleepy in the SL sessions. Despite this challenge, she also indicated that
this was a “personal problem.” While her schedule was an issue, she took responsibility
that this was her life experience and her problem, more than that of the class schedule.
Elizabeth had to struggle with distractions, like Sarah. She explained “I mean I
always have distractions at home, I have a two-year-old and a husband that thinks he is
two.” She also explained that “Usually when we meet I am eating supper and in class at
the same time.” Another challenge Elizabeth faced was remembering to attend class. She
said, “It’s just hard remembering when the class meets and making sure I get here.”
When asked about the challenge of meeting in SL for online students, Elizabeth believed
that this would be possible and worthwhile. She explained, “I think there could be times
where everybody could do it because you don’t have to go there in the day. Most people
are at home at night.”
Despite the challenge of her personal schedule and distractions, Elizabeth
believed the benefit of the experience outweighed the challenge. She said, “I really like
these classes. I wish all the classes did this to be honest. It gives face time with the actual
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instructor and classmates.” Elizabeth’s positive experience led her to believe that using
SL for the entire semester, rather than just a few class sessions, would be beneficial.
After her first interview, she said, “I really like it. I just wish we could do it for every
week,” followed up, by “can we?” In the final interview she continued her support of
using SL for online learning. She stated,
I think every class should offer it because I mean you know. I know it’s
harder on the instructors, but you give your online students an opportunity
to be in a real classroom. You know you actually get to talk to them. You
actually get to meet their classmates they never would. You know you can
meet all of ‘em, as opposed to only talking to your partners or whatever.
But, you know all these activities like, especially those in some classes.
All these activities we have to do on our own, she does them with her
class. You know they’re given oral instructions. They’re given feedback.
They go over the answers so that everybody knows if they’re right or
they’re wrong. They know what they did right, or what they did wrong.
That can be done for online, too – if you’d just do it in something like SL.
She also felt that the pseudo-anonymity provided a benefit. She said, “Because it’s about,
you know like I say in SL you don’t feel the pressure of being in front of your peers
because it’s not really your peers – I mean I know it is, but it’s not, you’re looking at
avatars.” This made the learning experience less stressful for Elizabeth.
Elizabeth did not believe she would have done as well in the middle level
education course without the SL experience. In her post-survey, she stated, “I believe it is
one reason I have gotten as far as I have in the class. I am not sure what my grades are,
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but I feel I have done fairly well. I am not sure I would have done as well without the SL
class.” She also explained that while the other non-participant online students had access
to all the same instructions and assignments, they did not completely understand what
was expected as well as she did. Elizabeth said, “Because I want to tell you I talked to
some of the people that didn’t participate in SL – They was calling me, asking me for
instructions on how to do some of the stuff because they didn’t understand, you know,
the whole content of what was expected, but I did because you know, you explained it. I
understood everything that I was supposed to, I understood everything that was asked of
me because if I didn’t I’d just ask you. Whereas those said that they didn’t, they didn’t
understand quite.” She felt uninhibited in her help-seeking behavior, and also more
secure in her understanding of the course content and assignments than her peers.
Elizabeth did however point out that it does take dedication to “sit in the class for so
long.” However, for her, the benefits of the experience were worth it, continually
advocating for additional class sessions in SL, and in other courses throughout the
semester.
Christine’s Story
Background and Context
Christine was 31 years old and married with two children, both girls, during her
participation in the SL experience. One girl was 4 years old and the other about 8-11
months old during the SL experience. The youngest still did not sleep through the night,
her nap schedule was always changing, and she was sleeping less during the day.
Christine explained this “gives me less study/classwork time.” Her husband worked full
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time and attended school three nights a week. Therefore, Christine had no support with
her children on those nights. During the day, she did not work, but had both small
children to care for. Time to complete school work was somewhat limited. She explained,
“It’s tough when I only get two hours during the day and then nights after 7:30.”
Pursuing her elementary education degree was actually a pursuit of a second bachelor’s
degree. She explained, “My first B.S. was a lot easier without family, job, etc.” In order
to earn an elementary education license in the state to teach K-3 she had to return to the
university for a second bachelor’s degree. An alternative route to licensure was not
available to Christine. The limitations of her family life prevented her from face-to-face
classes and necessitated her participation in an online program.
As a self-proclaimed auditory learner, it would be expected that SL would be
beneficial to Christine. The audio component of the learning experiences would
potentially support her learning. She also described herself as a very hard working and
determined student. Being this type of student also made SL a good option for Christine,
creating an environment for her to learn and experience new things.
Middle Level Teaching Interest
Christine, like Judi, had very little interest in teaching middle school of all the
participants. She wanted to teach grades one or two. She explained that “at that age
children normally enjoy learning and being at school.” In her pre-survey she indicated
that she might be interested in teaching middle school, but she did not appear too excited
about the idea.
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Computer Skill, Interest, Anxiety, and Virtual World Experience
Like Kay, Christine was relatively new to online learning. This was her second
semester in an online program, having only taken five online courses prior to the SL
semester. Christine rated her computer skill level as intermediate and said she sometimes
felt anxious using a computer. Though sometimes anxious about using a computer, she
felt confident that she could learn some new computer skills. Christine averaged 11-15
hours of computer use each week. She was neutral with regard to her interest in using
computers as a teacher, but was very interested in learning new skills for herself, and felt
that computers are necessary tools in many educational settings. Prior to this experience,
she had never heard of nor used SL, nor did she play video games.
Decision to Participate
Christine chose to participate in the hopes that the experience would enhance her
learning, while simultaneously giving her more experience with technology. She also
indicated openness to new experiences and the desire “to get the most knowledge that
[she] can while pursuing [her] degree.” She felt that the opportunity to “hear” and
“interact” with an instructor, rather than solely working in an online environment, would
help her achieve this goal.
The SL Experience
Training and Initial Impressions
Christine missed her first training session. The course management system was
down and she thought this would prevent her from participating. The email with
information on participation would have been in the course management system limiting
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the information she had available to sign into SL. She emailed me the next day to
reschedule her training. She also wanted to know if she was “allowed” to still participate
in the course chats in the course management system being conducted by the instructor.
She said, “I just don’t want to miss any important information that might be in a chat
session.” Participants were excused from attending the synchronous chat sessions held in
the course management system for the weeks they participated in SL. I told her she
could, but it was not required. I attended the weekly chats and if something came up that
was not covered in SL, I would email the information to the participants. Christine ended
up participating in an 8 p.m. training session. She said, “It should be doable as long as my
oldest will go to bed like she’s supposed to.”
Christine showed up about 12 minutes early to her first training session. When I
saw she was online, I instant messaged her, “Hi…I am finishing up training…will be
there in a few.” She responded, “good, because I’m already confused.” I told her not to
worry and I would be there soon. Like Elizabeth, Christine had visited the VAI prior to
training, but had not gone through it all. She actually had played on the island. She said,
“I was here dancing earlier.” Even though she had spent at least some time in SL prior to
the training, she still struggled a little more than Sarah or Courtney. She particularly
struggled while trying to unpack a box of clothing to include in her inventory. At one
point her avatar was “wearing” the box (see Figure 4.33). She exclaimed, “Does this box
make me look big? LOL” As with several other occasions, Christine had a sense of
humor about the experience. We also explored a location that had free avatar clothing. I
allowed the participants to select clothing items they might want for a few minutes and
then told them we needed to move forward. She replied, “You know it’s hard to get
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women out of a store.” She also was the only participant to ask if we had a “school dress
code.” I told her that yes, while in class, they were expected to dress professionally, but
that when they were in SL on their own time, they could dress any way they chose.
Professional dress was something I addressed with the others in the second training
session.

Figure 4.33

Christine wearing a box during training on VAI.

Early on in the first training we had a few minor technical glitches. Music started
playing in the area. Sometimes in SL, regions have music that automatically plays.
Christine said, “How can I turn down that music? It’s hard to hear you.” I explained how
to use the media and sound tool and we were able to continue. After figuring out the box
she had on, we lost audio and had to continue the training in text chat. At one point,
Christine chatted, “So sorry, I look like a lost puppy on here.” I reassured her that she
was doing fine, and in fact she was, but it is not a totally easy process of learning how to
use SL.
Christine was 28 minutes late to the second training. She said, “sorry I’m late,
didn’t realize it was 8 already.” One of the challenges of SL meetings for participants is
remembering when to sign in. She struggled in this training more than the first. First
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thing, she asked, “where is local chat?” That is the primary chat window and she was
using it to type the question, but did not quite understand. Christine struggled with the
SLOODLE registration, but eventually got it to work. She proceeded to use the various
gestures such as raising her hand and clapping. We also struggled with her headset. At
one point, she said, “I’d really like to figure out what’s going on.” She could hear fine,
but we could never get her microphone work. She really wanted it to work and we spent
about 30 minutes trying to do so. During the building and object movement section of the
training, she was able to move items around, but lost her box. I found it below the second
floor, in the library. In moving objects in SL, it is easy to accidentally move an object
above or below the current floor in a multi-story building. Eventually, she was successful
in creating, editing, and moving objects.
SL Unit 1 Class: Structures of Middle Level Education
Christine attended this first class, the second time it was offered when we had
significant issues with audio. Initially I had no audio and had to leave the students
working independently while I restarted my computer, and I had to narrate myself in the
text chat for another student whose audio did not work. This was a significant concern for
Christine, one that was brought up in multiple interviews. She did not like the fact that in
this class session not everyone had audio so we were much more dependent on the text.
Despite the audio challenges in the first official SL class, Christina reported a positive
experience. During the portion of the class held in the library, Christine sat at the front
table in the chair closest to me and the screen. This afforded her the best opportunity to
hear me and to see the screen clearly without any significant challenges. She actively
participated in this class, contributing to the discussion 57 times. In the post-class
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interview, Christine indicated she was “very comfortable participating” in SL. Given that
she participated more than her peers in this session, it was clearly an accurate statement.
Christine’s participation included responding to questions, asking questions, and
making general comments about what was being discussed or experienced (see Figure
4.34). In discussing various structures, Christine compared her personal junior high
experience to the structure of schools within a school grouping. She related what we were
discussing with her personal educational background. Also, when discussing looping,
she said she was “not a big fan of it for [her] kids,” referring to her children. We spoke
about both the benefits and the challenges of looping, but Christine felt that the potential
of having a “bad” teacher for two years would outweigh the benefits of looping. When
explaining that, ideally, teaching teams and their classrooms within a school are colocated, she asked a clarifying question. She asked, “So with a team, it isn’t still grouped
by grade?” She asked the question in local chat rather than in private chat and I was able
to clarify her misunderstanding. I explained that teams are created based upon grade
level, but that usually teams within a given grade level are located nearby. While visiting
the various SL demonstration classrooms, Christine also participated. In comparing two
small group classroom arrangements displayed on a board, she explained why she
preferred one option over the other, “smaller groups and communication will be easier.”

Figure 4.34. Christine’s seating location during class 1.
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She sat in the chair closest to the screen. Some of her peers stood on the table
accidentally.
When returning to the library, I instructed the students to fly down, or jump off
the balcony from the second floor in the hopes of moving the students from one location
to another as quickly as possible. In doing so, some of the students virtually fell to the
ground. Christine thought this was funny, chatting “hilarious…I fell.” Often using
humor, she added, “good thing I didn’t break anything. Crazy college kids.” She found
humor in the experience and was expressive about it in chat. Other students responded
with “LOL,” and so forth.
At the end of the class session while discussing administrative issues and
reviewing course assignments, Christine took the opportunity to ask several questions
about the instructional strategies portfolio, a long-term course project. She asked how it
would be submitted. She was concerned that she would have to mail a binder, not
realizing that the portfolio would be created in a Microsoft Word document that could
easily be submitted via the course management system. She clarified, “ok so we don’t
have to do a physical notebook?” She also asked how to create the dividers for the
various sections of the portfolio. All her questions were asked in local chat, not in IM,
indicating a comfort with asking questions publically.
As we adjourned, Christine acknowledged her peers. That evening, there was
some bad weather including snow and ice. A couple of the students were driving from
various locations elsewhere after class. She said, “be careful everyone that’s driving.”
This statement acknowledged that she was interacting with real people, rather than just
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avatars. However, in her post-class interview, she said that using the text chat, rather than
audio prevented her peers from feeling more real.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
Overall, Christine enjoyed the first unit SL class. In her post-class survey she said,
I enjoyed this lesson in SL. I like it better when the instructor uses her mic because it
makes the setting more like an actual classroom. I liked being able to see the setup of
classrooms and hear the instructors comments and opinions on the different topics.
For Christine, the interaction, additional ideas, and the anecdotal information
provided by the instructor created a value-added experience. However, in her first
interview she acknowledged the challenge of learning how to operate SL. She said, “It
has kind of been a challenge learning the technology, but overall I like it.”
Structures Assessment: Demonstrating Learning
Christine completed her classroom arrangement in SL, rather than using one of
the alternative options available to her, even though this project challenged her technical
abilities using SL. She explained the primary technical challenge she faced: “The thing
aggravating about that was it was so difficult to move things into exactly the right place.”
Although she did complete the assignment, she needed significant help in the process.
When I logged into SL, I saw she was working on her room and asked if she needed
anything. She said, “I’ve already lost a keyboard.” Often objects in SL move out of view
easily. As with other technical issues, and the SL experience in general, she responded to
this challenge with humor. After I returned her keyboard she said, “Thanks, not sure how
that one vanished. If things don’t work out as a teacher, in SL I could always be a
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magician.” She chatted with me about her thoughts about setting up the room to teach
mathematics, and was concerned because “All of the teaching methods for math are
different from what we did when I was in school.” She was trying to avoid the lecturebased, desks in a row classroom arrangement. However they were instructed to arrange
the room for a specific purpose, within a chosen context of the content area, grade level,
and an instructional method, which challenged Christine. She clarified, “ok, so just think
of an assignment, arrange the room that way and write a paragraph explaining the lesson
and why we chose that arrangement, correct?” With that question answered, she
continued to work on her room, relatively independently, for about an hour and a half
before contacting me for more assistance.
Once Christine completed her general seating arrangement, she set out to add the
necessary details to the classroom and decided she wanted some additional furniture to
add to the classroom. She asked for another bookshelf which I provided and she
proceeded to “lose.” I “found” and returned it and she said, “fun how easy it is to lose a
bookcase .” Again, she found humor in the challenges she experienced. While working
on her room, she also lost her hair, another common problem in SL. Hair is a separate
object in SL, so when one is building, it is easy to accidentally select the hair and remove
it. I helped her get her hair back and we continued with the details of her room. She said,
“I think this would be a lot less of a pain if it had a ‘set down’ button.” Unfortunately,
you have to move each object into its appropriate place in space, but objects can easily
move through walls, floors, and so forth. Christina also requested some additional
objects: “Do we have storage bins or anything similar that could be stored on the shelves
to hold manipulatives?” I did not initially have such an object, but was able to obtain
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crates to meet her needs using the online SL marketplace. On another day, she returned to
place the pictures she created in Microsoft PowerPoint on her walls and screen (see
Figure 4.35). She created nine boards for her classroom, related to the mathematics
standards she was required to use, as the focus of her work over the course of the
semester.

A

B

Figure 4.35

Two display boards Christine created for her room.

A: Probability display board.
B: Bag of marbles probability display board.
Christine believed that the experience building her classroom in SL was
technically challenging, but still very positive. Despite the technical challenges, the
process was beneficial for her learning. She explained, “It helped us visualize it more
than just drawing a diagram would have.” She said,
…it made it more realistic. Especially on Second Life how you could
change the view and that helped too. You could change up the view and
make it like you were there and look around the classroom and try to see
what else needed to be changed.
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When asked if she applied what she learned in class about things to consider when
designing a classroom, she was able to explain that she focused on “keeping high traffic
areas open and being able to move around to everyone.” She remembered that she would
want to design her classroom in such a way as to be able to get near each student to help
with learning and/or to prevent misbehavior. She also felt that the process made her feel
more like a teacher. Christine further explained,
…it kind of gave ownership to that room. Like this is my room, I got to set
it up the way it needs to be set up versus it kind of took your mind off of
OK, I got to get this done and turned into my teacher. It’s more of a, “This
is mine; I got to get it right.”
The process of building the classroom became more intrinsically motivating. She also
said she “lost herself” in the building process a little. Christine said, “It was frustrating at
first. I almost gave up, but I pushed through and I’m glad that I did.” I asked what made it
ultimately satisfying and her response was, “To have wanted to give up, but instead
pushing through and completing what I started to my satisfaction.” She was proud that
she completed the room despite the challenges encountered (see Figure 4.36).
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C
Figure 4.36

Christine’s classroom development.

A: Early in the classroom development process. She was attempting to move the board in
the center, but was having difficulty positioning it appropriately.
B: Design includes bookshelves which held books and manipulatives, adding an
additional level of detail to her room.
C: Her room included objects she requested beyond the given supplies, such as the boxes
on the bookshelves and the storage cabinet.

SL Unit 2 Class: Classroom Management
Christine arrived about 12 minutes early for the second class. Like the first class,
she participated extensively, with about 45 participation events, with the class average
being 35.5. Despite her significant participation, she said this class went particularly slow
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for her. She had only had about five hours of sleep the prior night and was particularly
tired, influencing her experience. This was not regular occurrence for her.
Learning Environment
The more relaxed environment was comfortable for Christine. She explained, “I
liked it. I always like outdoor learning better.” As indicated previously, some researchers
believe that informal environments are not conducive to learning (Cheal, 2009; Minocha
& Reeves, 2009; Saleeb & Dafoulas, 2010). When asked about this, Christine said, “It
did seem a lot less formal, but I don’t think that was a bad thing. When asked about the
class later on in the semester, she said that this class stood out the most for her. She
explained, “I had a math teacher in junior high that would let you sit in the bean bag if
you were good so I guess it brought back old memories.” Therefore, this environment had
a little more meaning, personally, making the experience somewhat unique for her,
actually conjuring happy memories in middle school.
Opinionator
Christine enjoyed the interactivity of the Opinionator activity. She said it was,
“very interactive. Hard to snooze on that one.” Although Christine participated actively in
the Opinionator activity, home distractions during this part of the class interfered. She
said, “I actually missed a question or two during the opener because my 4-year old kept
coming into my room talking to me.” Despite this her avatar seemed to move after each
question, and she commented on five out of ten of the statements. In two out of the ten
statements, number six and eight, Christine stood alone in her opinion (see Figure 4.37).
Number eight was: The most effective way to deal with misbehavior is to prevent the
185

misbehavior in the first place. While some did not agree, she countered them with , “but
prevention is the best place to start.” She also responded to number nine: Middle school
students already know how they should behave in the classroom. She said, “I think you
always have to assume they do not.” This is an accurate response given that in middle
school the students often have multiple teachers with multiple differing expectations, and
so forth. Her interactions and contributions to the classroom discussion confirm that she
was comfortable expressing her opinion in the SL class. She said, “I've never had a
problem giving my opinion. :).” This was seen also in her active participation in the class
in general.

A

B

Figure 4.37

Christine demonstrating her opinion.

She stood alone in agreement/disagreement for two of the statements.
A: She was the only one who stood in the ‘agree’ section (yellow) for statement number
six.
B: She was the only one who stood in the ‘strongly agree’ section (red) for statement
number eight.
During the Opinionator activity I was able to deduce Christine’s feelings about
her middle school experience. The first statement asked the candidates to demonstrate
their feelings about middle school classroom management. Christine’s fear was that “The
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kids that could care less and don’t want to be there,” scare her. I shared that my personal
middle school experience initially made me fearful and uninterested in teaching middle
school. I personally had hated my middle school experience, and so did Christine.
Unfortunately, the school where Christine was doing her field experience for the middle
level course did not help dispel her distaste for middle school. During this class session
she said that the teacher she was supposed to work with at her field school was fired the
previous week for tapping a child, but the child had accused the teacher of hitting him.
She said there was “no backing from the principal in the matter.” This experience
bothered her. In discussing this experience, we were able to take a moment to discuss the
importance of having insurance as a teacher. This was a teachable moment in the
classroom that is sometimes missing in an asynchronous class environment.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
Christine felt that the visual and interactive nature of the SL experience was
beneficial. In her post-class survey she stated, “I enjoyed being able to interact with the
teacher.” She said,
I like being able to see the slide and hear you talk about it at the same
time. It allows it to be interactive. It makes it more like an actual
classroom setting. Even when [a PowerPoint] is narrated, you can’t ask
questions and have discussions about it.
The additional conversations about the PowerPoint presentations were useful to
Christine. She stated, “I loved hearing of how you managed middle school students and
being given ideas that could be used in my classroom if I need to use it.” Despite this, in
her final survey, Christine said the following about this class, “honestly I feel that all of
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my classes so far have been rather vague in terms of classroom management.” This is a
valid complaint given that classroom management is essentially unstructured problemsolving, where there are not always right answers, but rather multiple ways to approach a
given situation, and a multitude of variables to consider.
Christine felt that the video shown “was very helpful.” She said, “It’s good to be
able to see an actual situation rather than just talking about situations that are bad.” She
also liked to see the 3D visualization of the relationship between teachers and students.
She said, “that was neat. Great visual.” She also “reflected back on it for the test.” It
helped her recall about this concept.
SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Planning
Christine attended the second session of the unit 3 SL class with Elizabeth.
During this class session, as with the previous ones, she participated actively,
contributing 46 times. She did have a distraction during class that made her have to take a
brief break. She said, “sorry, the little one woke up. I think she’s teething so she isn’t
sleeping good.” She was able to get her baby back to sleep and return to class quickly.
Overall, she felt that the class was helpful to her learning, and the completion of her
planning and assessment project. While practicing writing and identifying various
components of learning goals and behavioral objectives, she said, “I’m just glad we are
trying it out here, with feedback.” When asked if the class was helpful in completing her
planning and assessment project she said, “I do feel like [the SL class helped], because
when we were discussing our project, we referred to things from SL.” They referred back
to instructions, topics discussed, and the resources like the DOK charts. Kay was her
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partner for this project. They were the only pair of online participants who worked
together on their project. The other participants collaborated with non-participants.
The last topics covered in this class focused on differentiation and multiple
intelligences. During the interview, I took Christine to the various areas where we held
parts of class to help her memory. When we got to the differentiation area, she said, “I
was so exhausted by this point, that I don’t remember much.” However, she did
remember the interactive multiple intelligences area that followed. She remembered,
“that we could use music, dancing, etc. to differentiate.” She said “doing those things in
SL helped me to remember covering that part.” The interaction helped to cue her memory
of the learning experience.
Technical Issues
Like Elizabeth, Christine had a couple of technical issues with ambient noise in
SL at the beginning of class. She also heard music, and people talking that she should not
have been hearing. I was able to instruct her how to adjust her audio preferences to fix the
issue. Also, during the first station, the students used online SL note cards to write their
notes and submit their work to me. She initially lost the card, but I was able to instruct
her how to locate it in her inventory. Other than that, she did not have any other technical
difficulties.
Learning Environment
The sky islands and waterfalls were well liked by the students generally. Christine
said, “I liked the sky and waterfalls. The bridges could be tricky but overall everything
was fine.” The primary challenge was maneuvering between the various stations or parts
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of the learning experience. However, Christine was successful navigating within the
environment. She also took advantage of the resources available in the environment
including the Bloom’s and DOK resources when working on her planning and assessment
project with her partner.
Opinionator
Again, Christine enjoyed the process of using the Opinionator. She said, “I liked
that it was engaging. You had to pay attention to be able to participate.” She shared her
opinions on the statements. For example, statement four was: “Textbooks should be the
most significant source of information for teaching.” She responded that “the textbook is
only a reference.” This spurred a discussion about the nature of textbook companies, and
the fact that textbooks are not fully aligned with state standards. Christine said, “they are
trying to sell a book and please everyone.” I asked if the discussion influenced her
thinking about planning and assessment at all. She responded, “I don't remember what I
changed but I do remember going over some of the answers and seeing why my response
should or shouldn't have been different.” Though she did not remember how her beliefs
changed, she did take the effort to review and reflect upon the experience.
Collaboration: Unwrapping Standards and Writing Goals and Objectives
Christine generally liked working with her partner in SL. She said,
It was useful to be able to work with a partner in SL. I enjoy working with a partner to
see a different point of view. I like it because it was real time and not emailing back and
forth.
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Working with a partner allowed her to see how another student would write goals
and objectives. She was able to compare her thoughts on the activity, with a peer, in real
time. Christine preferred the partner work in SL to that of the traditional online program
because it was synchronous. She explained, “it was good to be able to ‘talk’ with a
partner. Otherwise it can be a pain to work with a partner.”
Online Learning in an SL Environment
Christine felt that traditional online coursework was insufficient for her learning
needs for a variety of reasons, and SL experience solidified this for her. After the third SL
class, Christine asked if she could chat with me about some issues she was having, and
thoughts about the education program. She asked if the face-to-face and online program
were exactly the same. I reassured her that they were as close as they could be given the
different delivery mediums, but that because so much work was conducted in class, that
had to be completed independently online, the online program was in some ways harder.
The SL experience had made her realize that she was missing the face-to-face experience.
She said, “I agree and it’s kicking my butt, so that’s why I ask.” She further explained, “I
am considering moving up that way to finish my degree, but I hate to do it if there will be
more classes added or anything like that. I feel like I would get more from the program
[in a face-to-face setting].” The SL experience made her realize that she was missing
direct instruction and the interaction that she felt would be beneficial to her teacher
preparation.
Throughout the interviews and other communications with Christine, she
reiterated that SL was more like a real class, and that the classroom interactions, both
auditory and visual, made a difference in her learning. With regard to the use of the
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PowerPoint-like slides in SL, Christine said, “I actually like it. I like to hear the audio and
the PowerPoints and everything. And it was a more than doing it on your own, it was
more like a real class, rather than just read this, do this.” The asynchronous and more
independent nature of the online class was not meeting her needs. She further said that
SL was a good experience because
It was a big help to hear the PowerPoints being discussed and to hear your
personal perspective on things which you cannot get from just reading a
PPT. So the whole idea, the anecdotal experiences of, the kind of, the
teacher and how they apply it. The personal experiences.
The value-added component of hearing the personal experiences of an instructor made a
difference for Christine. She elaborated,
because it helped to put the information that we were given into
perspective. It gave me a visual I guess you can say. Giving me a bunch of
information is not as useful as hearing about a time and situation that the
information was used.
The information was given additional meaning through anecdotal information and
discussions of experiences that related to the content.
Also, the variety of experiences was another component of the SL experience that
made it more beneficial than her traditional online experiences. She explained, “I would
go back to saying that I think it was beneficial because there were different types. Like I
said, you had the presentations, you had the interactions, you had us actually doing things
on there.” Christine believed the type and variety of interaction available in SL was better
than what she could experience otherwise. She liked the variety of environments, and the
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opportunities to participate through various activities like the demonstration classrooms,
and so forth.
In another online class, and with some of the middle level education PowerPoint
presentations, the instructor had recorded a voice over. I asked her how about her
perspectives regarding the use of PowerPoint in traditional online classes in comparison
to the use of SL. She said,
In comparison, I would probably call them about equal because, as long as
I'm seeing it and hearing it, that was the main thing. Because, otherwise,
we are just reading the stuff. Everybody knows that you don't retain as
much by simply reading something. So, when you are reading it, and you
are hearing it, and you are seeing the presentations, and all that, it just
adds more to your learning experience.
Generally she felt that with the voice over, PowerPoint presentations in SL or online were
about equal. However, SL had one significant advantage Christine explained,
I think there would be something that Second Life has over just a
presentation because we were able to ask questions right then rather than
to email and wait on a response. It's just not as effective without getting it
immediately.
SL provided discussion of the content and support for learning simultaneously. Online
candidates seemed to struggle with working on the material at various times, and
therefore could not obtain in-time support or feedback. This help would not always be
readily available at the time that the online candidates would want or need it. This is not a
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comment on the responsiveness of the online instructors, but rather an issue with the
nature of online education in general.
Regulation of Learning
Like her peers, Christine felt that the ability to access support in-time, rather than
asynchronously was an important component of her experience. “Being able to ask
questions” was important. She asked questions about course content, course
requirements, and how to address issues in her field experience. At one point, she asked
me for suggestions on how to deal with a middle school student she was working with for
her field experience. Christine said, “There's a student who I might have to tutor this
semester that could care less about school. Any suggestions?” We discussed some
options of how to engage this child in learning. She also explained that not having to do it
on her own made the learning experience better. She said, “I like to hear the audio and
the PowerPoints and everything. And it was a lot better than doing it on your own, it was
more like a real class, rather than just read this, do this.” She had to focus her attention
and participate, but she did not have to do it on her own.
Anonymity and Identity
When asked if it mattered whether or not the anonymity of the experience
contributed to her comfort and participation, Christine indicated that she did not feel like
it did. She said that she is not the type of student to be quiet in a classroom and this did
not change in SL.
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The Avatar Experience
Christine’s experience with her avatar was not particularly unique. After her first
class, she indicated she did not feel particularly connected to her avatar. Like Sarah, she
never removed her camera acquired from the first training, nor edited her default avatar
(see Figure 4.38). She did not achieve a great connection with her avatar through the
experience, but this did not seem to impact her learning experience.

A

B

Figure 4.38

Christine’s avatar appearance over time.

Her avatar appearance did not change significantly during the course.
A: Christina appeared like this throughout the sessions. She never made a significant
effort to change her avatar’s clothing or overall look.
B: Christine, like Sarah, never bothered to remove her camera.

Teacher Presence
Teacher presence and interaction was significant to Christine’s experience. In her
final survey, Christine’s favorite aspect of the experience was interacting with the teacher
and other students. Christine said, “There is a lot less interacting with peers than there is
with you.” She felt more connected and had more significant interaction with me than
with her peers, which was largely a function of how I structured the class, with somewhat
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limited peer interaction, and because the participants chose which class session they
attended for each unit.
Social Presence
Though Christine felt more teacher than peer presence, the interaction with her
peers was also an important component of Christine’s experience. Like stated previously,
her favorite part of the experience was interacting with the teacher and other students.
However, she said, without the audio, she did not feel as connected to her peers.
However, it was better than traditional chat with the avatar representation. She felt that
the representation helped make her peers feel more real.
Environment and Immersion
Christine liked the various classroom environments, but this did not seem to play
a significant role in her experience. She did not comment extensively on the library or
classroom demonstrations from the first class session, nor had a significant amount to say
about the sky islands. The Unit 2 class session though was personally meaningful for her
as discussed previously.
SL Challenges
While Christine did not experience any significant technical issues, the technical
issues of other teacher candidates and the learning curve of using SL were problematic.
In the final interview, when she was asked if she had any technical issues, she responded,
“No, I really haven’t had any.” She did not remember any issues or feel that they were
significant to her experience. However, her least favorite part of SL experience was “not
having audio all of the time, when we were using mostly text at the beginning.” Another
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candidate in the group did not have audio and this bothered her, and influenced her
experience. She found it to b a distraction. The other issue she had that is related to
technical issues was the difficulty in learning how to use the SL program. By the end of
the experience, she did not feel like she could successfully use SL without direct
guidance from me or someone else.
Christine’s Experience
Christine’s experience, like that of most of her peers, was influenced by her
personal context. She admitted in her final post-SL survey that outside factors influenced
her experience. As indicated previously, as a stay-at-home mom of two small children,
she had limited time during the day to spend on studying and class work. SL created a
designated time where she had to find a way to put her children to sleep or deal with their
distractions. When asked what advice she would give to future SL students, she said,
“Just make sure that the kids are put away so you can hear what's going on.” This affirms
she had a problem with this on some occasions.
Although Christine was able to effectively use SL for learning, with guidance, and
that this was sufficient, she did not achieve a sufficient degree of ability using SL,
independently. She explained, “I think that I can do things with guidance but I don't know
that I could navigate SL without Ms. Miller's guidance.” She also said that it would be
beneficial for users to practice more individually because,
I didn't get enough out of it that I could go back and do it on my own, but
it was good to be able to do it being guided. I mean, I think mine was
when I was going through all the schools the first time, I wasn't that
familiar with technology and now I wish I was a lot more familiar.
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By the end she wished she had learned more about navigating the virtual world.
However, without becoming an expert in using SL, Christine still realized this was not
necessary for her to obtain the benefit of the learning about middle level education. Her
limited skills were sufficient to function as a student in the virtual world.
Christine, more than her peers, felt the experience within SL was beneficial,
beyond learning about middle level education and meeting the course requirements. She
said,
I think it was good to be able to get the exposure to it. It was another way
of seeing what was out there and kind of help relinquish some of that fear
because if I would have just stumbled across it then I probably would have
been less likely to try it. I would have been afraid to try, like I just really
don't know about that, I don't know if I even want to approach it. Now
being exposed to it, I'm more willing, like you said, to try something of
course with help. But in the future to try and implement something or use
something that might help them.
The experience opened her up to future virtual world experiences which may be of
benefit to her as a teacher. She felt less uncomfortable or fearful of virtual worlds as a
result of her experience.
Christine believed that her experience was also influenced by the fact that she
identified as an auditory learner. On multiple occasions Christine reported the
importance of hearing the discussion about the middle level education course content,
and gaining the additional insight that arises through the subsequent interaction. In her
final survey she said, “I really liked being able to see and hear the PowerPoint's and
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things like that, like you were actually in a classroom presentation.” She explained, the
“learning experiences were very useful in my understanding of middle level education. It
was good to be a little more hands on with the material.” She elaborated,
In general, I do feel like Second Life was very useful because like I said
otherwise, I would have just been reading it. Some of the stuff, when I
read it, and when you read it…Like I said to, when you were doing
presentations, just to have that little bit of information of, “This was my
experience with this” and “This is how I applied it.” That really helps me
to actually see, OK, well I can see it. When you're just reading it you're
like, “What, I don't know what they're talking about. How would you do
that?”
The interactivity, and the ability to access learning support in real time was essential
components of her experience.
Overall, Christine’s SL experience was positive. At the end of the last SL class,
Christine chatted “:-(” to demonstrate the unhappiness that we would not be meeting
again. When asked what she would say to others, she responded, “I enjoyed the SL
experience. It made the lectures and assignments more interactive.”
Kay’s Story
Background and Context
Kay, a non-traditional student like her peers, is married and has a young son. Like
Sarah, Kay was also pregnant during the class, though unlike Sarah, she did not have any
exceptional difficulties with the pregnancy. In fact, she not only was pregnant and in
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school, but she regularly substitute taught at a local middle school for a social studies
teacher. Of all the participants, Kay was the only participant I ever met in person. She
was the substitute teacher in a classroom where student teachers were completing their
internship. Our interaction was very limited, but for each of us, we had an actual face to
put with the name and avatar, distinguishing our shared experience from that of the other
participants.
Kay did seem to have some family support in her educational process. At one
point she told me that she had sent her son to his grandma’s house while she completed
school work and cleaned the house. Therefore, clearly she had some help, at least at
times, to help her achieve her educational and personal goals.
As a student, Kay described herself as a procrastinator. This was somewhat
surprising because she consistently met her deadlines for the course. She said, “I have
good intentions of getting the work done early, but I always end up waiting until the last
minute.” She also described herself as more of “a visual, hands-on type of learner.”
Therefore, it would seem that SL would be beneficial in two ways. First, the learning was
structured in that there was a set time for class and some of the assignments that were
normally done independently were done as a group. Second, the more visual and
interactive nature of the environment should be supportive of her learning preferences.
Middle Level Teaching Interest
Kay began the semester very interested in teaching middle school. In the preexperience survey, she explained, “I feel that they are at a crucial time as a student that
will determine whether or not they like school for the rest of their life.” She was
specifically interested in teaching sixth or seventh grade mathematics. She further
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explained, “I want to teach math and that is a crucial step in math that leads to the liking
or disliking of the subject. I want to be able to make math fun for the students in order to
keep them interested.” Kay’s work as a substitute teacher in a middle school social
studies classroom, had the greatest opportunity to work with young adolescents, and
genuinely wanted to continue doing so.
Computer Skill, Interest, Anxiety, and Virtual World Experience
Despite being the youngest of the participants, Kay spent the least amount of time
on a computer, had the least experience with online learning and had the least general
interest in using computers. While she liked computers, she was busy with her family,
and did not have a strong interest in using computers except as a mean to achieve her
goals. She indicated she only averaged about 3-5 hours per week of computer use but,
nevertheless rated herself as an intermediate level user. She also had only taken the
online courses in our program the prior semester, totaling only four previous online
courses. The rest of her degree, two-years of classes were all taken face-to-face.
Being the youngest of all participants, Kay would be classified as a digital native
(Prensky, 2001), but at the same time she engaged the least with technology. Although
she was confident that she could learn new computer skills and was rarely nervous using
computers, she did not look forward to using a computer as a teacher, nor felt that the
challenge of learning about computers was exciting. This is somewhat interesting given
her strong interest in teaching mathematics.
Unlike her peers, she did have some experience playing simulation games,
specifically the SIMS. She had not played for many years, but she at least had a prior
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experience with a simulation based environment. Prior to the semester, she had no prior
experience with SL, nor had she ever heard of it.
Decision to Participate
Kay chose to participate in the SL experience because she likes “trying new
things.” Additionally, she stated, “it seems like something that students across the middle
and high school grade levels would enjoy and actively participate in.” Her strong desire
to teach middle school therefore played a role in her decision to participate.
The SL Experience
Training and Initial Impressions
In the first training, Kay had some technical issues. All of a sudden she was
offline. When she logged back in, she chatted, “Hey I’m not sure what happened.
Everything froze up and I had to restart my computer.” I indicated that the technical
component of using SL can be a challenge. Her computer was only a year old so she felt
that it should be fine, and indeed it ended up working fine throughout the rest of the
semester.
Almost immediately, Kay was enthralled with the sound, and dissatisfied with a
lack of audio use. She said, “this will be better with sound.” We were using text chat
instead of spoken word during the first training because some of the other students could
not hear and also because other non-students were around. Seeing other avatars in the
VAI orientation, Kay wanted to know if “we will be able to meet other people here or is
it just class people?” I informed her that she may encounter other SL users, but the
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majority of her experience would be solely with fellow university students. If she signed
on to SL and explored beyond the school area, she would encounter other SL users.
While participating in the VAI orientation, Kay struggled along with her peers, with
unboxing items. She asked, “how do we get the box out of inventory again?” However,
she quickly figured it out in less than a minute. She even helped another student,
redirecting them to the instructions. In the post-survey, she remembered this as being the
most challenging activity of the training experiences.
Kay’s training included a non-participant student who struggled and made the
experience go more slowly. Kay performed better than some of the other students
participating in the experience. In fact, she said that “The training session was long and
drug out. From what I remember, it seemed like we were always waiting on someone.”
This made the training less than satisfying for her. Kay indicated she would have
preferred for the training group to have been smaller, and more individualized. In reality,
she was trained in this session with only one other student, but the student she trained
with struggled a lot.
Unlike the first training session, Kay participated in the second training with four
other students. Kay showed up very late to the second training session and apologized.
She asked if she should wait and attend the next day’s training session, but I caught her
up and had her stay afterwards for a few minutes to fill her in on what she had missed.
She only struggled with taking pictures and using them as textures on prims. She said,
“ok, I’m not understanding the picture thing. I took a picture but can’t find it now.” I
helped to clarify this issue. In registering for the SLOODLE tool bar though, she found
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the process entertaining. She liked the gesture feature. In practicing with the tool bar and
using the various gestures, she commented that it was “hilarious.”
SL Unit 1 Class: Structures of Middle Level Education.
Upon arrival to the first class, Kay asked how to attach the HUD. She asked this
in an IM, rather than publicly. She preferred to make that request for help in private. With
brief prompting, Kay was able to access the SLOODLE HUD.
Kay’s participation in the first SL class was limited. She participated only 10 times over
the course of two hours. While she enjoyed the first class in general, she least liked the
time spent in the library, which she referred to as the classroom. She explained,
I think it was fun. The only thing that I did not like about the actual
classroom…in that setting was having to sit at that back table (see Figure
4.39) which I guess I could have sat on the other side but everyone was
sitting on that one side but sat in the back, back there, it is harder to hear
just like in a real classroom…unless you zoom in to you and then also
seeing that lectures on the PowerPoints and stuff on the board, you have to
zoom in and then when you zoom in, you can't see everything around you
like you normally would, I guess.
She came later than other students and as a result ended up sitting at the back
table. She decided to follow the others who were seated there as well, and never indicated
she was having an issue during the class session with visuals or audio. Even though she
had some challenges with the PowerPoints, she still liked them. She said, “it helps to
point out the major facts but, yet, you still get that lecture version which has the details,
so to speak.”
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Figure 4.39

Kay’s seating location during class 1.

She is seated at the back table at a less than optimum location. She is in the left seat,
furthest away from me and the presentation screen, wearing a red shirt. She gains
awareness of classroom design impact.
After the first class session, Kay’s impression was positive, though cautious. In
her interview, she explained, “It has been interesting. I'm not used to the computer,
technology kind of stuff but I know what I've got to do and that is all I'm going on. It is
all about on the computer type. This is all really new to me but I've enjoyed it.” She
further said, “It was a good change from the online setting I usually experience.” Despite
being what Prensky (2001) would consider a digital native, Kay was the least comfortable
with technology.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL.
Kay enjoyed visiting the various demonstration classrooms. She explicated,
That is really good 'cause you actually got to sit there on and visualize almost kind of
what the students will be seeing and how it would look and when you - like a - when you
see it on paper, it does not ever look the same as it does in real life so having the actual
classrooms set up for you to walk-in and tour, so to speak, was helpful for me 'cause you
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got to see more in depth about what you were talking about in terms of the way these
classrooms were setup.
During class Kay participated in explaining the benefit of one classroom
arrangement over another. She remarked that one room design was “Plain not much
going on in the room.” Her participation was limited, but her contributions were always
appropriate, on task, and accurate.
Structures Assessment: Demonstrating Learning
Kay spent a significant amount of time designing her room. During this process, I
happened to be online quite a bit, to provide help and support to students working on
their classrooms, and also because I was in the process of developing the virtual
environments for the future class sessions. During this time, she tended to use her voice
rather than text chatting to me. Of all the participants, she was active in using voice and
preferred it to the text chat, especially when I was helping her with her classroom design
one-on-one. On one day she spent at least 30 minutes working on the class, and then
another 20 minutes, when I was also online. She also spent additional time working on
the project when I was not online. She took great care and thought in the process, as seen
in the time she committed to the process and the extra components she incorporated into
her classroom. We also discussed the pros and cons of various configurations and the
thoughts she had about the classroom design as I helped her with the technical
components of the project. At one point I reminded her how to rotate objects using the
change in degree of rotation, rather than the free rotate which can be difficult to control. I
also showed her an example of a completed room to help her get some ideas of what was
possible. When reflecting on her experience, Kay said,
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If I hadn't been in this class I would have drawn out on a piece of paper
the way my class would have looked. Being a part of this It was so much
more realistic and more of a learning experience. Getting to see first-hand
so to speak what the classroom would truly look like with the dimensions
and settings and the different obstacles you have to face such as windows
and doors and things. It let me really see how difficult it might be
sometimes when I get my own classroom and try to design it the way I
want.
She found that the constraints of the experience helped. She explained, “By drawing it on
paper it is more of a dream world. Like this is how I want it and there is nothing in my
way to distract me from my way of thinking.” She further elaborated,
You get to design exactly the way you want to with whatever you want to
and you are not limited, so to speak, with your resources like you would
be in a real classroom and if you did it on paper then it wouldn't be nearly
as good, I do not think, as do not like we are in here.
Through SL she was given a more realistic experience, in a way that would not have been
possible otherwise.
Kay’s room was the most complete of all the participants, including not only the
required furniture, but painted walls, bulletin board displays, and additional materials and
furniture (see Figure 4.40). She explained about building her room,
I was trying to make sure that my desks were evenly spaced and there was
plenty of room for movement by the students and the teacher and I also
wanted to make sure that the computers and group table were out of sight
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out of mind during lecture time. The less distractions the better. Visibility
was another issue trying to make sure that the assignment boards and the
projector were visible by everyone.
She also took advantage of the opportunity to design a bulletin board and an example of
what she might put on a whiteboard using PowerPoint images (see Figure 4.40, #A) and
requested additional items for her room. For example, she requested a podium to use for
her textbook (see Figure 4.40, #D). I asked her the purpose of the podium in her
classroom, and she said, “like to hold my book while I am showing problems on the
board or something.” Once I acquired the podium for her, she said, “perfect! That was
easy enough,” followed by, “this is addicting!” Addiction is actually a concern in some
cases for users of virtual worlds (Gilbert, Murphy, & McNally, 2011), though it did not
truly become an issue for any of the participants in this study.
The “addiction” came from the ownership of the project. She explained why the
project of building her classroom was her favorite part of the SL experience:
The building of the classroom was absolutely my favorite project, because
I felt like that was actually my classroom. I got to design it however I
wanted to, put whatever I wanted to up. I started from complete scratch,
and I really enjoyed that, because it felt like that was mine, I did that. That
was where I was going to be. That seems crazy to me, because I know I'll
never actually be able to do that for real. To a certain extent I will be, but I
know that schools have their boundaries and limits and all that kind of
stuff as far as what your classroom can look like and the certain things that
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you can have in it and put up, and all that kind of stuff. But that really was
my favorite project.
Her enjoyment of building the classroom also came from a change in perspective from
that of a student, to that of a teacher. About the experience, she admitted to this shift in
perspective,
I think so. I think so, because I felt like I wasn't looking at it as a student
perspective. I was looking at it from a teacher's perspective, as in am I
going to be able to reach every student in the classroom, or is this going to
be effective for all the students, you know? I had it from a different view, I
guess.
Kay had to integrate her knowledge of classroom arrangement, with her content
pedagogical knowledge to move forward with this plan. In doing so, the experience was
deemed beneficial for her.
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Figure 4.40

Kay’s classroom.

A: Overview.
B/C: Bulletin boards designed by Kay.
D: Kay requested a podium for her classroom so I acquired one for her in the SL
marketplace.

SL Unit 2 Class: Classroom Management
Kay signed in to SL about seven minutes early for this second unit class session.
She signed in a little earlier than usual because she wanted to find out if I was going to
show the PowerPoint. Her printer had run out of ink.
Despite being tired in this class session, Kay participated most actively in this
second unit class session. She contributed to the discussion 44 times over the course of
the class session. This included several uses of the SLOODLE toolbar gestures including
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the “shakes his/her head” gesture. She also responded to a question using her
microphone. She asked, “If I speak into the mic, will you know it is me?” The only
problem is that turn-taking in voice is much more challenging than in chat, so I
discouraged her. However, in the future, with more time I would have liked to have
promoted the use of voice through turn taking supported by the use of the SLOODLE
toolbar.
Kay did not enjoy the second class session as much as the first, indicating it was
lecture heavy, which it was. In her post-class survey she said,
This lesson was more boring to me. Not a bad session… just seemed
longer of a lecture. I think that if we could have broken up the session with
an activity it might have been better. Like last [time] when we were
actually going to different classrooms and did a more interactive type of
lesson rather than just sitting her and listening.
This was a fair assessment of the lesson. However, I was also constrained in my lessons
to make sure that what was discussed in the class session matched up with what the other
non-SL students were doing in the program.
Kay explained that her experience in this second class was positive, but given that
she was particularly tired, and that the lesson was very lecture focused, she felt that it
could have been better. She explained, “To be honest it was late and I was really tired so I
was more focused on trying to stay awake and focused on what you were saying.” She
was attending the later class session from 7 p.m. – 10 p.m. which made it more of a
struggle. In the other two class sessions, she participated in the earlier classes which
helped to a certain degree. Despite this, she said “between the two classes (referring to
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this class and the structures class), I think I probably learned the most from the second
class meeting. The one outside. Just because it was so different and kept my attention.”
She said, even though “it kept my attention and I feel like I was engaged enough to be
able to understand the content…[the class felt] very long actually…lol.”
Learning Environment
Kay liked the outdoor class environment for the second class session. She said, “I
liked it! I thought it was neat. I wish real class could be like that!” Given that some
research has indicated that such environments are not conducive to learning, I asked her
if she found it distracting. She said that she did not and that she just liked it. She said, “It
did have a more relaxed feel about it. I don’t know that I really thought about it while we
were in a class though.”
Opinionator
Like all the participants, Kay really liked the Opinionator. She said,
I really liked the interactive activity we played at the beginning of class. It
let everyone see what the others were thinking. I guess I am a visual
person and it helped me to see where others stood on the subject rather
than just read their comments through chat.
When asked if she felt uncomfortable expressing her opinion, she said “I didn’t mind. It
is my opinion and everyone is entitled to one…may not be the best one but it’s what I
think.” Also, Kay felt that the questions were those without a right or wrong answer.
Therefore, she said, “it didn’t bother her as much.” Whereas, she said, “when it comes to
answering questions with right and wrong answers, I am the same way (meaning less
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comfortable sharing her opinion), but with an activity like that where it is strictly an
opinion it doesn’t bother me as much.” She felt less inhibited believing that the
statements were opinion based, rather than because of the semi-anonymity afforded by
SL.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
The visual and interactive nature of this SL class experience made it more
enjoyable. The experience of watching a video in SL was similar to a face-to-face
classroom for Kay. She explained, “It was fine. I could see and hear it fine and it was
easy to play. It was like watching a movie during class time but everyone had a front row
seat.” And yet, it was different than in the traditional online program where students
watched the video independently without discussion. She liked the additional interaction
provided by watching it as a group. She helped add to the discussion by stating that the
teacher “didn’t explain why [the students] missed the [mathematics problems] or how to
fix [them].”
Kay did not find the 3D visualization of teacher-student relationships as
compelling as the video activity or the Opinionator. She said, “that was fine…I don’t
want to sound rude or anything but that didn’t stand out to me as much.” She did indicate
that “[the visualization] broke up the lecture yes but it just wasn’t interactive.” She did
participate in the discussion about teacher-student relationships. She shared, “don’t let
[students] run you over, but let them know you are still boss.”
As with the other discussions in this class session, Kay shared her thoughts on the
lesson plan that we analyzed as a group. She chatted about two different issues with the
lesson plan that was presented. She first shared that she felt that the students were given
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“worksheets that seem like busy work.” Second, she made a suggestion on how the lesson
could have been improved. She said, “let them work in groups and have one member get
a flower,” suggesting an improvement upon material distribution.
SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Planning
Even though Kay attended the 5 p.m. class, Kay was still tired at the beginning of
the class, but by the end of March, her pregnancy was relatively far along. At the
beginning of class, she indicated she was “tired, but good.” She also asked about an
online assignment that was due that evening. She chatted, “This may be a too general
question but I do not understand the discussions that are due tonight” referring to
assignments due in the course management system the same night as the SL class. She
and another student had the same question and I addressed it, both taking advantage of
my presence to address a class related question, rather than having to send an email to the
instructor.
We took a break during the third class session and when she returned she shared
that “it felt like the baby was about to pop my bladder. LOL.” I told her to just let me
know if she needed to step away and I would catch her up. She responded, “Ok. I just
hate to interrupt. I know there is a lot going on, on your end.” I reassured her that it was
fine, and her need to step away never became an issue, given that this was the last class
session.
At the end of class, we had a brief interaction where she expressed her
nervousness about what was taught in the class that evening. She said, “it’s a lot to take
in tonight! Got me all nervous!” Again, her perception was accurate. A lot was taught in a
short period of time. She felt like though she took notes, she still “missed a lot” and
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wanted to make sure that the PowerPoint slides used in SL were available for download
in the course management system. She also shared she was excited because she was
almost done with the instructional strategies portfolio.
After this class session Kay emailed me questions about her planning and
assessment assignment. Given I taught the lesson in SL it makes sense that she emailed
me versus the instructor. In the email, she explained,
I worked with Christine last night on our planning assessment project. We
weren’t sure exactly what to do on the Goals and Objectives for the unit.
We understood how to unwrap the framework for the lesson because that
is more specific. We unwrap the frameworks that we will be using in the
lesson we are implementing. And our lesson is using temperature for the
past two weeks and graphing data and doing other stuff with the temps.
Will that be enough to say it is integrating with science or should we do or
say more about weather in general to integrate? And will our writing
assessment be enough to integrate with language?
I responded to each question and did not receive any further emails about the assignment.
While they did do well on the assignment in certain areas, Kay and Christine’s final
project was the least on target of the online students, earning the lowest grade. Even
though this SL class was her favorite, it did not prepare her or her partner, another SL
participant Christine, to complete this assignment successfully.
Technical Issues
Even though she liked the movement in the sky islands, she became frustrated
with the other students who had challenges with maneuvering and fell off the islands. In
215

the final interview, she remembered this issue. She said, “Yeah, I thought that was one of
the issues, and that was kind of, for lack of a better word, annoying. It was OK. I liked
the fact that we got to move. Maybe if it wasn’t the possibility of falling off of an island
so to speak, maybe it would be a little bit better.” She was actually more frustrated in
some ways than those that actually fell.
Learning Environment
Kay enjoyed the movement involved in this last class session. It was an
improvement upon the second unit class where we were relatively stationary. In her postclass survey, she commented “I liked moving from station to station during the class.” In
the follow-up interview, she said, “As far as the online experience, I can remember
moving, that moving from station to station helps keep my focus more. You know,
instead of just sitting there, watching a slide show or listening to you talk.” For Kay, the
affordances of synchronicity and immersion were not enough for a satisfying experience.
She benefited more when I structured class to take advantage of other affordances of the
world, such as setting the classroom up in the various stages, incorporating in-world
movement, and so forth.
Opinionator
Kay’s experience in the Opinionator during this class was again positive. She
explained, “I mean, you get to see what everybody else is thinking, and they had to
answer. It wasn’t like just an optional, ‘put your two cents in’ kind of thing. Everybody
got to see what you were thinking.” In responding to one of the statements, Kay said, “I
think you should start with the objectives that are needing to be taught.” This forced her
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participation, and that of the others, which she appreciated. She liked being involved, but
was not always independently moved to do so.
Collaboration: Unwrapping Standards and Writing Goals and Objectives
While working in each stage, participants were partnered to work through the
process of unwrapping standards, and writing goals and objectives. Working with a
partner was especially beneficial for Kay. She believed that it was easier to work with her
peers to clarify what it was that I wanted at the first two stations, identifying desired
results and determining acceptable evidence. She explained,
It made it easier to work with a partner because I think we were kind of
unsure of really what we were doing…It made the lesson or the activity
easier because we got to see what other people took the assignment as, I
guess, and their input. Because that backward design is completely
different.
Kay was unfamiliar with this concept and it was therefore challenging. She and the others
struggled with this content, but backward design is always the hardest of the lessons
taught in this course. Kay did utilize the resources to support her in the process. She
said,
I did, I used the wheel a lot, not only in that assignment but in several
different assignments in different classes. I mean, I use it to remind myself
to make sure I’m on the right page, as far as the DOK levels because in
several of the classes we were required to have certain level-type
questions on our assignments. I used the wheel several times. This was a
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very hard concept to grasp, but having the lecture on this content was very
helpful. Especially when I could go back and look at things if I needed to.
Kay used the persistence of the environment, and the resources provided in class to
support her growth as a teacher.
Online Learning in an SL Environment
In making sense of the SL experience, Kay was able to use her other learning
experiences online and in face-to-face courses as a point of reference. Specifically, she
compared the SL class to class chats online through the course management system. Kay
identified similarities and differences in these comparisons. For example, she said
“discussion times are about the same I guess…everyone gets their two cents in either
way.” However, she said the class chats in the course management system, “can get kinda
hectic and confusing at times with everybody talking at once though.” Kay said that when
using the text chat in SL “it is almost the same,” but not completely. She explained,
I like [Second Life] better just ‘cause you have the visual chat. You just
stand at the text on the screen and it can get - It wasn’t like overwhelming
but for lack of better words, was on here it is more about - it seems to be
more of a personal connection between the speakers. Getting to see the
person, I guess, and see their semi-movements made it a little bit easier to
visualize the conversation, maybe, whereas like the discussion boards or
something else you’re just reading on the screen. But when you’re in the
actual world, you actually get to see and visualize what’s going on, so it
makes some of it more real.
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Therefore, there was some limited perceived benefit to chat in SL versus basic text chat
online for Kay.
In Kay’s experience, the SL classes were a lot like a face-to-face experience. She
said,
. . . well during class it’s more like a real classroom to me. I did chat with
Christine during down times of class last time but for the most part it was
like if I tried chatting I was gonna get caught. Ha ha. Plus I didn’t want to
miss anything.
The norms of the real world face-to-face transferred to SL.
In further using face-to-face class experiences as a point of reference, Kay found
that when the SL classes were too similar to a face-to-face classroom she did not like
them as much. Her least favorite experience was participating in the presentation and
discussion in the library in the first class session. She said it was “too much like a face-toface class.” She said, “It was almost as bad as sitting in a classroom.” Kay was
particularly bothered that the class environment replicated the real world classroom, and
did not take advantage of the affordances of the virtual world to create something more
interesting. She preferred the class in the sky islands, and the opportunity to build her
classroom.
SL was still a positive experience for Kay, but she thought that it might be more
beneficial for face-to-face students almost than the online students. She said, “From past
experience in face-to-face classes I believe it to be a good change as well. It is nice to do
something out of the norm every now and then.” Also, she explained:
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I could see where for a face-to-face class it would be more helpful to have
the Second Life option, because you could go back and look at your
PowerPoints, and look at your notes, and all that kind of stuff, whereas the
face-to-face, you’re--and I’m more--you have to take your own notes and
that kind of stuff. A teacher doesn’t necessarily hand out all the
PowerPoints. But with the online class, I’ve already got all of that laid out,
because we don’t ever see our teachers, so they have to put it on there for
us to get access to it. So the Second Life is just an extra for the online
class, I think.
Again, her opinion wavered throughout. Her positive perspective included the fact that
the SL classes “allow [her] to see the information first hand instead of just hearing the
teacher talk about it or seeing it on a screen.” So even though she described SL as a “just
an extra” for the online class, the experience was still useful.
Regulation of Learning
As with her peers, the synchronous nature of the experience made her online
learning experience a little easier, and a little less boring. She explained,
I find it better than just doing it on my own. With the online chat, I could
say it is hard to get involved and get motivated to do stuff because it is
strictly self-motivation and with these, at least you have to make every
now and then, even if it wasn’t on a weekly basis. It was just either every
other way. I think it would help to keep you motivated and to keep it
different and to keep things change and because you get set in that routine
and it gets boring almost.
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She further explained,
I really enjoyed it and I feel like I’ve got more out of it than reading the
PowerPoint on my own and just reading the chapter as in the online class I
would have been. I feel like I was interacting more and getting more out of
the class.
Learning independently was not as effective or satisfying for Kay. Also, it helped to
prevent her from procrastinating, thereby keeping her on task. She described herself as a
procrastinator, but said, “In SL you have no time to procrastinate because you are doing
the work on the spot like class work in a real classroom.” Therefore, SL helped to coregulate her learning experiences, and address time management issues.
Anonymity and Identity
Anonymity did not play a significant role in Kay’s SL experience. She explained,
“I’ve never been a big participator, but…I speak up every now and then, you know. If I
have an answer, I’m going to tell you…But if I’m not sure than I’m usually not going to
say anything.” This did not seem to change in SL as can be seen by her relatively low
participation. Kay’s participation was limited in each class session, but when she did
participate her responses were usually on topic and correct. She did not share thoughts
when she was not sure of her answer. In addition, because Kay believed that the
statements used in the Opinionator were opinion based, rather than factual, she did not
feel uncomfortable, nor needed the cloak of her avatar to participate freely, or at least she
did not seem to think it made a difference. Kay did not seem to be influenced by the
disinhibition sometimes occurring as a result of the semi-anonymity of the online
experience in the same way as Elizabeth and Sarah.
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The Avatar Experience
Kay’s avatar was probably the most similar to her real world self of all the
participants (see Figure 4.41, #A). The other participants kept their default avatars.
Having met Kay in person, I know that her avatar bore a likeness to her real-world self,
with the exception of her pregnant belly. About her avatar, she said, “I mean, I’ve played
with the physical features of my avatar enough that I feel like it represents me better than
when I first started …” Her hair in particular made her more recognizable for me.

A

B

Figure 4.41

Kay’s avatar evolution.

A: Kay’s avatar in training.
B: Kay’s avatar after the first class session that more resembled her real world self.

Teacher Presence
Teacher presence and immediacy positively influenced Kay’s experience. She
explained,
The interaction just helped me to understand things maybe a little bit
better, and you had that option of immediate question and answer time
with the teacher or the instructor, because as they were explaining it, you
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could ask it, instead of having to email and then wait for a reply. So that
was good.
This immediacy of teacher interaction, while reviewing and learning content, was not
available in the traditional online class. The ability to communicate with me and Kay’s
peers through synchronous channels afforded by SL were viewed as beneficial.
Specifically, the ability to IM the instructor or peers was seen as useful. Kay explained,
… especially like - well, it's kind of like raising your hand in class and the
tutor come into your desk, you know, and answering your question oneon-one and set at the whole class here and what you were talking about
with the teacher then you have that one-on-one option even though the rest
of the students are there so I think it is a good thing.
She took advantage of this on a couple occasions. Also, I, as her instructor, had a greater
sense of presence and was more real to her because we had met in person and spoken on
the phone. She said, “well, since I’ve been talking to you on the phone you seem more
real to me…the first few times we met [in SL] for instructions and tutorials it was weird
and didn’t seem as real.” Even with the SL audio, I was not as real until I spoke with her
on the phone and she realized who I was. I asked her if being able to put my real face to
my name and avatar made a difference. Kay said, “for sure!!! LOL. It made it all come
together. It is always easier to relate to someone when you can put a face to the name.”
This was one way Kay was able to make sense of the virtual world and our interactions.
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Social Presence
Sarah also liked the ability to talk to her peers during class. She said,
It's a benefit, because--especially during the hard assignments, like the
backward assignment--it was very beneficial to get someone else's point of
view of how to go about completing the assignment and this and that. So I
benefited from being able to chat with everybody.
Kay also liked that she could get this support from her peers, “without interrupting the
teacher.” She was able to ask clarifying questions of her peers, before having to
approach the teacher for support and this supported her learning.
The synchronicity of the environment also provided Kay with a sense of social
presence. She said, “I felt like I was a part of the class.” She explained,
Yeah, the Second Life gave you that option of chatting with your
classmates while you're working, or if you had any questions, you could
ask them instead of the teacher sometimes. You know, just kind of get
what they were thinking on that idea, on the subject. So in that sense,
yeah, you felt like you were part of a group instead of just working
independently.
The other students participating in the discussion made Kay more comfortable
seeking help as well. She said,
just like whenever you would ask a question, and I felt like seeing what
[my peers will] answer…I knew that I've always been the student that was
always shy to raise their hand in case that was a wrong answer, you know.
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And so having the other students there to answer, that made [me] feel
more comfortable and willing to speak up.
The participation of her peers enhanced her SL participation, and yielded a little more
disinhibition in the process.
Even though Kay did gain something from her peers, she did not feel that the
others were all “real.” About the realness of her peers, Kay said, “some of
them…lol…the ones that I know through my online class I can sort of relate to, but the
others that I don’t know, it’s like they are just robots sitting there, lol.” She said, “I think
if I got to know everyone involved it would be different.” Because students selected
which of two days they attended each of the three classes, the participants couldn’t be
grouped consistently in terms of participation. This was a disadvantage of providing
students with the option to attend either class session to accommodate schedules.
Environment and Immersion
For Kay, the SL environment was interesting, and immersive to a degree. The
primary benefit for Kay was the “change of environment each week for class. LOL. If
only face-to-face classes could be so versatile!” The variety of environments and the
options to alter the environment to suit instruction were viewed as beneficial in
comparison to face-to-face classrooms that are more limited. She also found it interesting
because, “Like there are things I can do in here that I wouldn't be able to do in an online
class or even a face-to-face class.” The versatility of the world was seen as a benefit.
Kay did achieve a degree of immersion in the SL environment. Kay indicated that
there was a sense of reality in the experience. She said, “Yes. I saw it within the
classroom setting. I felt like it was a real classroom like it felt like I was actually looking
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at a teacher and listening to what she was saying and with the PowerPoints and, you
know, whenever you are going over different stuff, I felt like it was real, so to speak.”
She also said, “It feels like I am in a different world when I come here.” Even though it
felt real and she felt like she was in a different world, her immersion was limited by
distractions of the real world. Kay explained,
It's hard to know, because I had my kids running in and out of the room. I
was still here, but I also felt like I was a part of the Internet world because
I was interacting with people in that world, and interacting with my kids
here as well.
For example, she said, “I have a two year old son who requires a lot of attention and he
distracted me…he would come into the room during class sessions and want something
from me and such.” She explained that unlike when reading, “I still have real life on my
mind whereas when I read I am completely involved in the story usually.” Kay
elaborated, “when I read I feel like I am in the book but in here it is just another room
kinda feeling.” The real world distractions were not overcome in the same way when
using SL, limiting the degree of flow she achieved.
SL Challenges
Kay did not experience significant technical difficulties in SL. After the first class
session, even she was surprised that she did not have significant challenges. When asked
if she faced any technical difficulties, she responded,
Not yet. I'm surprised. Well, that seems like there was one time that my
computer would not do something right. I do not remember exactly what
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it was. It must not have been too important because it - I've been able to
do everything that I've needed to do.
The challenge she was referring to occurred during training when her computer froze up.
Other than that one challenge, her only other technical issues that influenced her
experience were those of her peers, and some of the characteristics of the virtual world.
With regard to her peers, Kay was sometimes impatient with having to wait for them to
maneuver, or because they did not have sound, and so forth. The other issue that bothered
her was the open access nature of SL. She explained,
whenever I was in the correct place, it was extremely beneficial, but
several times I would log on and I wouldn't be in the correct world, and
there would be other people having conversations, and it was kind of like,
oh my gosh. [laughter]
On occasion, she was in SL, but not at the school and as a result experienced some
discomfort with what she was experiencing. SL is an open access environment, and as a
result, Kay occasionally encountered people saying or doing things that made her
uncomfortable.
Kay’s Experience
While Kay had reservations about both the implementation and use of SL
experiences, she felt like the SL experience was beneficial. Kay felt that audio should be
implemented more often, and also felt that when the classes were too similar to face-toface experiences they were not as beneficial or interesting. She also believed that the use
of SL should be used, but on a limited basis, not for all online coursework. Despite these
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issues, Kay felt that the visual and interactive nature of SL made it both useful and
enjoyable.
The inability to use audio all of the time, as well as the implementation and design
of the SL lessons within SL were also problematic for Kay. Kay had particularly strong
feelings about the use of audio. In our first encounter, she said, “this will be better with
audio.” She explained later,
I personally like the audio. I mean I don’t know…how loud I’m speaking
and how loud you hear me is hard for me to grasp, but the texting is just
like regular chatting class, you know, I just-I’d rather, if I’m going to be
sitting in here and have that option to actually talk, I’d rather talk.
This preference was demonstrated in interviews and in our interactions while she was
setting up her classroom. Often when she was working on her classroom, she would
speak rather than text chat. She also attempted to use voice while in class. Also, given
the limitations I had in implementing the lessons to maintain fidelity with the online
course and face-to-face course, the lessons were too lecture-focused and did not take
advantage of some of the affordances of the virtual world. The components of the lessons
that were too similar to face-to-face lecture were Kay’s least favorite components.
Although Kay enjoyed the experience in SL, she would not want to use it for
every class. She said,
It was a good experience. It's a good learning experience…I wouldn't want
to do that as my only option for the class, I don't think. Not for every class.
I think I could do a whole class in Second Life, but I wouldn't want to do
it for every class.
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She was hesitant to expand the SL experience to every class session for an online course,
or to use it for more than one course. She explained her reasoning as follows,
I think it's just because I like the basics. The standards. I like using
technology, but I like that option to go and meet with someone, or work
independently or…just those other…Nowadays you can't call any type of
company without going through the automated system. I want to talk to
someone one-on-one every now and then. So it's kind of the same thing
with class, I don't mind using this technology and doing that kind of stuff,
but I want to be able to do it my way sometimes too.
Kay wanted the option to be in control of her learning experiences at times. She wanted
to study and learn in her own way and on her own schedule. However, with SL, it was
structured for her, and was presented at a given time. She felt that in the SL experience,
she lost a degree of autonomy in her learning.
Despite her preferences for implementation, and her reservations about the use of
SL, Kay believed the SL experience was both useful and enjoyable. She credited her SL
experience with greater recall of course content. She said,
It was, like I said, more interactive. I remembered it more because I could
visually see it and do it and participated in it, rather than just reading it on
the PowerPoint and then forgetting about it later. When you actually
participate in the activity or the lesson you seem to remember it more.
Almost all the lessons, we were actually doing something. So it helped me
to remember what was going on.
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She further said, “Seeing the material and putting the audio with the PowerPoint helps me
to retain the information.” The combination of audio and interactivity afforded by SL
supported Kay in her learning experience. The SL experience was also useful because
Kay wanted to teach middle school. Her interest in teaching young adolescents made the
SL experience that much more useful and enjoyable. She said, “If I wasn't as interested in
working with middle aged students I would not be as attentive or intrigued by the
information in the class.” Therefore, the content reinforced her interest in the experience
as well.
Kay enjoyed the experience, felt it was worthwhile, and was generally glad she
decided to participate. She said,
It has been fun for me just 'cause it is so different and I'm not used to
being on the computer and doing different things like this but I think I
have to say my favorite part has been just being able to get out of the
online class routine, nothing, 'cause - 'cause last semester, all of my classes
were online as well and I've got so down and bored and I really did not
want to go back to school for it was so awful passing in those semesters
but being in this class has been helpful and kept me interested, I think.
This was only the second semester she had taken online courses, and SL gave her a more
face-to-face experience that supported her persistence in the program. She stated,
The online class sessions just don't have that appeal, I guess. I don't know.
They seem boring. It's the same thing over and over, read a PowerPoint,
take a quiz, turn in some homework, do a lesson. With the Second life,
you were constantly involved.
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The interaction and immersion in the environment supported her general satisfaction.
She said, “I'm glad I did it. I'm glad I didn't just say, ‘no it’s just an optional thing, I'm not
going through the extra effort.’” She felt that the extra effort that she had to put forth to
participate, including taking surveys, doing interviews, and spending more time on her
classroom arrangement was all worth it. Finally, about her SL experience, Kay would tell
others, “You should try it out. I really enjoyed my class experience and think everyone
would benefit from it.”
Judi’s Story
Background and Context
Judi was the oldest of the participants, being over 46 years of age. As could be
expected, her children were a little older. At one point she confirmed that her children
were older, saying, “I miss the summers when my kids were little . . .” Despite her
children being a little older, they still lived at home and influenced her life. For example,
in one interview she mentioned that her entire family had been sick with the flu the prior
week. In another, she had to reschedule her training because her son needed her. On
another occasion she indicated she was very tired because she had attended four ball
games the prior day. Judi also worked full-time during the day. Judi took online courses
because she was unable to attend during the day. Between her family and work life, it
was not possible for her to join the face-to-face program.
On multiple occasions, Judi expressed that she learned best by hands-on learning.
She needed to experience the learning in order to internalize it. At one point she said, “I
learn best by hands-on or working through the process.” She said, “I can’t just talk about
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it…I have to experience it.” This made SL a potentially good learning opportunity for
Judi in the sense that she would have the opportunity to do more than read and discuss
middle level education content.
Middle Level Teaching Interest
Like Christine, Judi had little interest in working with middle school students.
She wanted to teach students in early elementary education. She felt that younger
children were more interested in learning and were more willing to try new things. In her
pre-survey, she indicated that she might be interested in teaching middle school, showing
a willingness to consider it, but was clearly not extremely interested.
Computer Skill, Interest, Anxiety, and Virtual World Experience
Being over 46 years of age, Judi would be considered a digital immigrant
(Prensky, 2001). Despite this, she indicated that she was an intermediate to advanced
computer user and spent about 11-15 hours per week on the computer. She also was
rarely nervous using a computer, and felt confident she could learn new computer skills.
Judi additionally felt that the challenge of learning about computers was exciting, and
looked forward to using a computer as a teacher. She also felt that computers are
necessary tools in educational settings.
Prior to the SL semester, Judi had taken eight online classes. Therefore, while she
had taken some additional online courses other than those in the education program, she
had not taken as many as Sarah or Elizabeth. Like her peers in this study, Judi was not
familiar with SL prior to her participation in this experience.
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Decision to Participate
In the pre-survey Judi explained her reasoning behind her desire to participate in
the SL experience. She said, “The extra help and the idea of using a web-based program
to participate in a class” influenced her decision. The desire to participate in a class in a
different way than she had been in her online classes was appealing to her.
The SL Experience
Training and Initial Impressions
Judi completed the first one-hour training session one-on-one with me. Her
schedule did not accommodate the other available training times, so I had to make
arrangements to meet with her when she was available. In fact, she even signed on to SL
at the beginning of one of the prearranged training sessions and said, “I was going to
have training,” but “I hate to leave, this is going to be fun and helpful.” Something in her
personal life had come up and she was not able to complete the training at that time. I
asked her to email me a time when I could train her.
When I met up with Judi for her first hour of training, she was working on
changing her avatar’s clothing. She said, “I’m changing clothes! I think . . .” She was
trying to change her clothes at the time, but was still figuring it out. She said, “Sorry
about the outfit!” She felt that the default outfit of the avatar she had selected was not
quite appropriate. It was not an issue and I told her so. She followed up by saying, “I’m
still working on it!” I proceeded to give her a t-shirt with a picture of our university
mascot on it. She said, “Thank you, but how do I put it on?” I helped her locate the t-shirt
in her inventory and she proceeded to put it on. Judi then “Will I automatically come to
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this place when I log in?” I explained that when she logs into SL, it will take her to her
last location. Therefore, if she signs off of SL while her avatar is located in the school,
she will be returned to the school on her next log in. Throughout the training, I found
myself asking if she was ok, because she was particularly quiet. In general, Judi was one
of the quietest participants. We then proceeded to VAI for the training.
Judi and I had an interesting training experience. Initially her training was very
similar to that of other participants. We walked through the various areas, and worked on
building her skills. We even used the dance pose balls, which she found humorous. She
said, “wild girls!” because our avatars were dancing wildly. In the flight training, Judi
struggled. She sort of flew to each point within the training area and then flew down as
opposed to flying continuously to the final target (see Figure 4.42). She struggled
periodically with her maneuvering as well. She temporarily got stuck at one point. She
said, “I’m coming…got stuck for a minute.” However, she did not really ask for help in
getting unstuck. When it came to buying and changing shirts, she said, “I like my
[current] t-shirt,” the one with our university mascot. She also struggled with unboxing
items, as did the other participants.
.

A
Figure 4.42.

B
Maneuvering challenges experienced by Judi.

A: Judi struggled with flight training, stopping at a midpoint.
B: Judi became stuck behind a sign board during training.
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The training was primarily done in text chat because other avatars were using the
training facility. When we arrived at the location that explains the nature of the IM, she
clarified how it works (see Figure 4.43). She said, “ok…so no one can hear us or see our
message through the IM?” And then further clarified, “what about other people in our
group?” I let her know that an IM was a private conversation between two people unless
you purposefully added other users to the conversation. It was about that time that we
encountered a very rude avatar, approaching griefing status. This avatar had her
microphone open, meaning it was always on. She was playing very loud music through
her microphone and was generally rude. I requested she close her microphone given that
she was not actually speaking with anyone, and so forth. This avatar responded with
inappropriate comments. While this was unfortunate, it did allow me to teach Judi how to
block another avatar. By blocking another avatar, you do not have to hear their
microphone or see anything they say in the local chat. Even though this avatar was rude,
it did not seem to significantly bother Judi. I explained griefing and that this was one of
very few instances of that problem. She responded by agreeing that the other avatar was
rude and “that’s too bad” that we had to experience her. She did not seem to be too
concerned. We returned to the school and signed off.
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Figure 4.43

Judi’s avatar at VAI orientation in her university t-shirt.

The second training was conducted with several other students. Judi was able to
get her microphone and headphones to work easily. However she struggled registering
and setting up SLOODLE. She had a hard time with the password, especially because
she was not used to setting up passwords that require multiple characteristics such as
punctuation, a number, and a capital letter all within a single password. She said, “I'm
confused…it keeps asking to change password.” Judi had not read the requirements when
setting up her password. Therefore, once I explained what she needed, she was able to
finish the registration. This was somewhat surprising, given that she rated herself an
intermediate to advanced computer user. When she was finally successful, she said
“whew! I’m in!” One she was in, she was able to set up her SLOODLE HUD (see Figure
4.44). She practiced with all the gestures including raising her hand, shaking her head
no, and so forth. We then proceeded outside of the office where we were working with
SLOODLE, but Judi did not follow. Finally she said, “I’m stuck in the corner.” She could
not maneuver out of her position. I sent her a teleport to get her out of being stuck and to
catch up with the other student in this second training session.
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I explained that the participants would have the opportunity to create their own
virtual classroom in SL. Judi clarified, “we did a 2D drawing of an elementary classroom
last semester. Something like that?” I affirmed this was the basic idea. We then
proceeded to work on creating, editing, and moving objects. Judi asked at one point,
“How do I move it to the wall?” She was finally successful moving the board to the wall.
Even though she completed the training, she later explained, “The training was a bit
overwhelming. I felt I needed more practice before actually starting the class.”

Figure 4.44

Judi during SLOODLE training.

Judi was attempting to attach the SLOODLE toolbar, acquired from the box on top of the
bookshelf, using the posted instructions and guidance from me.

Unit 1 SL Class: Structures of Middle Level Education
Judi had signed into SL about 13 minutes before class was scheduled to begin, but
did not come to the library like I had instructed in the initial email about the first class. I
sent Judi the option to teleport to my location, but she did not take it. About a minute
237

before class was scheduled to begin, I instant messaged her to remind her we were
meeting in the library and she responded “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” I had to remind
her again and attempted to send her five more opportunities to teleport to my location. It
was not until eight minutes into the class time that she accepted the teleport to the library
and indicated she was ready.
As in training, Judi was relatively quiet during the first unit SL class. She only
participated 17 times in this class, over the two and a half hour class. In the review
comparing the middle school and junior high, Judi shared about three times during this
discussion. For example, she indicated that junior high schools often have a study hall or
homeroom, rather than an advisory period, and that middle schools focus on both
cognitive and affective development.
Judi, like Sarah and Christine, attended the second offering of the first SL class. It
was during this session that I had to narrate myself because another non-participant
teacher candidate did not have audio, and where class was initially delayed due to
technical issues on my computer. In addition, Judi had some other challenges in using SL
throughout the first class. While in the library environment, we used a PowerPoint screen.
Judi was challenged to see the screen properly. She did not have the necessary skills to
adjust her view within SL and therefore physically moved her avatar very close to the
screen to try to see better (see Figure 4.45). This became typical behavior throughout the
semester, as she rarely asked for assistance.
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Figure 4.45

Judi’s avatar movement to improve viewing.

She is seen here up close in front of the PowerPoint screen.
When we moved from the library to the upstairs classrooms, Judi struggled
moving between and within the various classrooms. She was relatively quiet during this
activity. She commented in the direct instruction demonstration classroom that she
preferred the image on the right that allowed for both direct instruction as well as paired
student work. She did not comment while discussing the group work or group
discussion/demonstration classroom setups. She did begin to participate again when
discussing the nature of setting up a classroom.
Toward the end of the class, Judi’s SL crashed. When she signed back in, I
informed her I would take the text transcript and send it to her via email. She thanked me.
Judi had not missed much in the brief time she was offline, and it was soon after this that
we adjourned the class.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
While Judi liked the various room arrangements, sitting in the library for the class
discussion and lecture on school structures was her least favorite experience. She said,
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“sitting at the table and looking at the PowerPoint…good info but boring…sorry.” She
said it was hard for her to “sit still.” Interestingly, even when moving around in SL, a
person is still physically seated at a computer. However, for Judi, she related what her
avatar was experiencing to what she was experiencing, demonstrating a degree of
immersion within the environment.
Despite the technical issues of maneuvering in the environment, she did feel that
the demonstration classrooms and the diagrams in those rooms helped her learning. At
the beginning of the discussion, Judi contributed “a middle school needs to be set up for
the particular purpose of the lesson.” She said, “the charts on the PowerPoint helped a
lot.” While she previously indicated that the PowerPoint lecture was boring, the slides
with various room arrangements were still useful for Judi. So although the task was
boring, she found utility in it.
Structures Assessment: Demonstrating Learning
For Judi, setting up her classroom in SL was a positive learning experience
despite being challenging. She spent over two and half hours on this assignment. She
said, “It was hard, but very interesting. The hard part was manipulating the pieces.” I
periodically assisted Judi in setting up her room, explaining how to manipulate objects.
The first time I saw her working on her room in SL and offered help, she said, “I’m
working on my room, but having trouble with the screen.” I helped to move the screen to
the location she designated. From there I assisted her in putting her bulletin boards on
the walls. I explained how to use rotate and move the boards again, and then had her do
it. While practicing, she moved a chalkboard. She said, “I think I lost the chalkboard. I
think I put it too far into the wall.” It turned out that it was hidden inside the wall. I
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located and moved it back for her. She continued practicing as I reiterated tips for moving
objects. She finally said, “oh…now I get it. I’m a little old and slow.” On several
occasions, Judi made references to being old as a reason for her being slower to catch on
to what we were doing in SL.
In another instance where I signed in and noticed she was online, I flew to her
room to check on her. She said, “I love to see you come flying in!” Her virtual classroom
was on the third floor, so I often flew to her room. She had lost a table and a few chairs,
but I was able to find or replace any missing furniture. She also clarified what to do for
submitting proof of her work. She asked, “Do I take a picture of the room and attach it to
the assignment to turn this in?” I confirmed that this is what she needed to do, but told
her to take pictures of the room from multiple perspectives to show that she had met the
various requirements of the assignment (see Figure 4.46).

A

B

Figure 4.46

Judi’s pictures submitted as part of her structures assignment.

After figuring out how to move objects, Judi asked if she could have tables
instead of the chair desks used in most of the rooms. She was arranging her room for
science instruction and the chair desks originally available were not working for what she
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had in mind. She said, “I’d like to have desks that I can move into group work and
change later for direct instruction.” She set up tables of paired students who could be
used for lab activities or for direct instruction. She also added display boards to the room
using science related images.
Judi felt she learned the most from this experience. She explained it was a “good
learning experience because I was able to place items, rearrange items, and stand in the
room and decide if the arrangement would work.” She liked it because she “could stand
in the room and move around and ‘teach’.” She agreed that she felt more like a teacher in
this process, than a student completing an assignment.
SL Unit 2 Class: Classroom Management
Judi signed in one minute before class was set to begin. When I greeted her with
my voice, she did not respond. I text chatted to see if she heard me and she responded,
“no…I didn’t have my headset on yet.” Her participation in the class session was
relatively limited, only participating 17 times, with the majority of those during the
Opinionator activity. During this class, we analyzed a lesson plan and how it contributed
to classroom management issues. She participated twice during this discussion. Initially,
Judi said the teacher “has lost control.” She also explained that “students need to know
that they will have a second chance when and if they mess up.” This led to a discussion
about disliking student behavior rather than the student as an individual.
Judi encountered various technical challenges during this second class. During the
Opinionator activity, she missed a question because she did not hear it due to audio
problems. Also, she had challenges during the video. She said, “I only got to hear the first
part. My SL crashed.” She said later, “I wasn’t able to view it…just hear parts of it.” Judi
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did not ask for assistance. However, she later indicated that she did go back and watch
the video.
Although she did not ask for help, she did use the opportunity to ask a course
related question at the end of the session. Even then, the question was spurred by another
student. She said, “Someone mentioned grades, I'm not able to see any of mine.” I
informed her which online grades had been posted by the instructor in the course
management system, thus far.
Learning Environment
Judi liked the outdoor classroom and preferred it to the library setting. She said
she “loved it…felt comfortable and cozy.” She said it was also a “fun environment” with
“great visuals.” I asked if it interfered with her focus or mindset and she responded,
“Focus and mindset were fine. The big screen helped.” The bigger screen was easier for
her to see. In the first class, she had a harder time viewing the PowerPoint slides because
she did not have good skills changing her view. The larger screen used in the second unit
SL class made it easier for her to see the slides, without having to use the view tools in
SL.
Opinionator
The use of the Opinionator was one of Judi’s favorite activities. In her post-class
survey, she commented that it was a “fun and interesting opening activity.” When asked
about her favorite experience she indicated “probably the class where we sat outside and
answered the questions by moving around in the chart.” She said, “I liked that activity
once I figured out how to get from one spot to the other. This activity was good because
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it put the students in the activity.” She initially struggled with maneuvering in the
Opinionator, but once she figured it out, she found the activity useful. I asked if she felt
comfortable sharing her opinions in the class. She responded, “yes…for the most part…a
couple of questions I could have leaned either way.” She was more concerned that she
had a difficult time determining her opinion, rather than having an issue with sharing it
with the class. When I tried to clarify, Judi said, “The questions had me thinking.”
Again she was more focused on her responses and thoughts about the various
management statements, rather than how she felt about expressing them in front of her
peers. Finally, she said that expressing her opinions in the class was “probably about the
same to me” in SL as in other situations. She further said, “I’m not a big talker anyway.”
Demonstrating her opinion in SL did not bother her, but she was also not necessarily
disinhibited by the semi-anonymity of the experience.
Judi responded to each statement by moving her avatar to the location that
represented the degree to with which she agreed with the statement or not. It was during
this activity that she was the most participative. Seven out of her 17 contributions to the
class discussion occurred during this activity. In responding to the first statement that
“middle school classroom management scares me,” Judi said she was afraid that she
“won’t know enough.” She was also concerned, “because the same management won’t
work on all students.” When discussing the eighth statement, “The most effective way to
deal with misbehavior is to prevent the misbehavior in the first place,” another student
asked how you can prevent misbehavior. Judi responded, “keep them busy.” While
clearly we do not want to solely “keep them busy,” Judi’s statement resulted in a
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discussion about how well planned lessons that keep students engaged will help to
prevent misbehavior in the classroom.
Visual and/or Interactive Learning in SL
Judi felt that the visual and interactive nature of the class contributed to it feeling
more like a face-to-face class, which would have been her preference if her personal
context would have allowed for it. Judi said about the class, “very interesting…It
included a lot of interaction between both instructor and students.” She also said, “The
[PowerPoint] helps because it gave the main ideas to focus on. It’s like being in class.”
Even though she had some challenges with the video and primarily heard just the
beginning, Judi explained the “discussion helped me understand what the video was
about along with the audio.” She said, “I liked the immediate discussion” and felt she got
“more out of watching it with a group” than having done it independently. As a result of
the interaction, she did not feel like the class went too slowly, but rather held her
attention.
Judi liked the visual of an effective teacher-student relationship. She said it was a
“great visual…we had a question about that on our test.” I followed up and asked if she
mentally referenced the visual while taking the test, and she said, “Yes I did. Helped.”
SL Unit 3 Class: Backward Planning
Judi participated 23 times over the course of this 3-hour class session. Despite still
relatively low participation in comparison to her peers, Judi sought more help than in
prior classes. Two reasons can account for this. First, this class was the most complex,
both technically and with regard to content. Second, by this point in the semester, she had
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interacted with me more, allowing her to feel more comfortable seeking help. Again, she
was prompted by the questions of other online participants. Another participant, Kay,
asked about a discussion posting the students were supposed to complete in the course
management system and were due that evening. Judi said, “I would like to be in on that
discussion too.” At the end of class I addressed their questions.
Technical Issues
Navigating the islands was a challenge for Judi. She fell off one time and I had to
teleport her back to where we were meeting. She said, “My only problem was getting
around without falling off.” I asked if this interfered with her learning and she responded,
it “interfered only by the fact that I felt like I was missing something…but I don’t think I
missed much because you were good to catch me up.” This made her feel “old and
unqualified.” She attributed her inability to maneuver was the result of her age and
ability, but in reality, multiple participants experienced the same difficulties. This was not
the only challenge she faced. She periodically had problems hearing me and would ask
me to repeat myself.
Learning Environment
Despite the challenges of maneuvering in the sky islands, Judi found that “the
overall environment was interesting…very appealing.” She also liked the fact that the
environment was set up using stations of learning. Judi stated, “I liked the station
part…that held my interest and gave me ideas about teaching through stations. The
stations were set up like steps.” She elaborated, “I think this helped because I could see
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the steps as you talked about them.” Judi was the only participant who made this
connection, or felt like this was an important component of the learning environment.
Opinionator
Like in the second class, Judi liked the Opinionator activity. She said,
I liked the exercises with this lesson. The agree/disagree thing was
interesting and gave me things to think about. It was good because it gave
the students things to think about and also gave us the opportunity to
discuss our opinions.
For example, she commented on the statement: “Textbooks should be the most
significant source of information for teaching.” One concern she voiced was that there
are “never enough [textbooks] to go around.” Therefore, she contributed to the
discussion and made a connection to problems she had seen in the schools.
Collaboration: Unwrapping Standards and Writing Goals and Objectives
Unfortunately, Judi was the only participant using science standards for her
planning and assessment project. Therefore, she was unable to collaborate with another
participant in the process of unwrapping standards and writing goals and objectives. In
this process, I asked the participants to answer certain questions about their standards.
These were on the PowerPoint screen, but she was using the PowerPoint she printed out.
Judi asked, “I’m not seeing any questions…sorry. Is it just one question?” She then
explained, “I must have changed the page.” I told her where the questions could be
located and also added them into the text chat window. In this discussion, even though
she did not have a partner, she took the opportunity to share one of her goals for
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immediate feedback. She texted the following: “The student will gain an understanding
of Earth’s renewable and nonrenewable resources.” In a post interview, Judi explained
that “The class did help by teaching us about setting goals and objectives” for the
planning and assessment project.
Online Learning in an SL Environment
Judi’s preference was for face-to-face learning environments, but SL helped to
bridge the gap between the experiences of learning online versus face-to-face. She
explained that SL was “extremely beneficial because SL is similar to being in class. SL
gave me the ‘in-class’ environment that an online class misses out on.” The interactive
and experiential components of learning present in SL were missing in the traditional
online learning environment.
Judi explained that the interactive and experiential nature of SL made the learning
experience more beneficial. She said, “I can’t just talk about it…I have to experience it.
So this was a great way to experience class without having to travel to a classroom. The
SL experience allowed me to actually participate in the learning process.” This included
the video watched as a class, even though she could not fully get it to load. She said,
“watching the video with the group was more beneficial than the other.” The related
conversations that were sparked added to the learning experience as well. After the
second class, she explained the interaction was useful. She said, it was “very helpful.
Student interaction was good…not quite as face-to-face, but good.” Judi also felt that
“Using hands-on activities helped,” such as building the classroom and the Opinionator
exercises. Essentially, she felt that SL was better than the traditional online learning
experience, but still not quite as good as face-to-face.
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When comparing SL to the traditional online learning environment, we looked at
the comparison between the use of narrated PowerPoints and those presented in SL.
Using this as a point of comparison, I asked Judi how this compared to lecture in SL.
When asked about the comparison between using narrated PowerPoints or the
PowerPoint screen and discussion in SL, Judi was unsure how she felt. She said, “I’m
not sure which one I prefer.” However, when adding the interaction involved, she felt that
SL was a little more beneficial. The audio of the narrated PowerPoint was beneficial, but
was limited in that there was not an immediate opportunity for elaboration or clarification
with peers or the instructor.
Regulation of Learning
Having a set time for the SL class was beneficial to Judi, even though she did not
feel like she had a difficult time sitting down and working on her school work. She
explained, “That was great for me…I like having a set time . . .” She further elaborated,
“I don’t mind having a set time…I’m in the online program because I work during the
school day.” She would have preferred to be in the face-to-face class, but due to her life
constraints, she could not. She described herself as a “capable and motivated” student.
Therefore, while having the set time, and the interactive learning experience, Judi did not
appear to need as much support in her learning, but simultaneously enjoyed the
experience and felt that it was beneficial. She did not need support limiting the
distractions of children, but liked the structure of having a specific time to meet to
complete course work. Of all the participants she was the only one who indicated outside
issues or concerns had no impact on her during the semester. She also never mentioned
her children as a distraction to her learning.
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When the university course management system was down due to technical
failure, Judi, like Sarah and Kay, signed into SL and asked if we were having live chat
that evening. I was able to also inform Judi that the chat would be cancelled as a result of
having this alternative channel of communication.
Anonymity and Identity
Judi was not influenced heavily by a sense of anonymity in SL. She was not
really disinhibited, nor inhibited in the environment. Judi did not indicate that she felt
freer to present her opinion in the Opinionator activities. She indicated that the questions
made her think and that in some cases she had a hard time making her decision, but that
this was not influenced by others in the class. Also, she never took advantage of the
opportunity to initiate the IM feature of SL. She would use it when I engaged with her
this way, but did not attempt to do so independently. Either she did not bother, or did not
know how to engage the IM feature. All her questions were presented using the local
chat feature in SL. Judi’s questions, though limited, were asked publicly.
The Avatar Experience
Interestingly, Judi, the oldest participant, a digital immigrant (Prensky, 2001),
experienced the most connection with her avatar. I believe this was related to her ability
to immerse herself in reading as well. She said, “I feel connected…I do realize this is not
me…but a representation.” Even though she never altered her avatar to look more like
her real-world self, she still felt connected.
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Teacher Presence
The role of instructor immediacy was an important component of Judi’s
perception of SL. She said, “As a student, I need to know the instructor is there to help
me.” She explained, “Being able to ask questions and get answers right away instead of
waiting for an email was a help.” This was one of the reasons she had decided to
participate in the SL classes. In her online course experiences, she said about her
instructors, “some [have been] not so good and some have been fine.” In SL, Judi felt that
I was a strong presence and provided a high degree of immediacy. She indicated I
seemed “very real.” She appreciated the “opportunity to ask questions right away if I
didn’t understand something.” For Judi, just the opportunity to ask questions was
beneficial, because based on a review of the transcripts of the class sessions Judi did not
actually seek much assistance in terms of course content.
Social Presence
Although I, as the instructor, felt real to Judi, the other students seemed both real
and unreal. She said, “most seem fine, some seem a little unreal…physically.” However,
she did not feel that the others were solely figments of a computer, or characters in a
computer game. She was surprised that some other non-participants felt that way. Judi
responded, “Really? We seem more than characters because we are doing and saying
what we would normally do and say.” Therefore, she felt a relatively significant amount
of social presence in SL. However, she elaborated, “I guess it depends on how much each
person puts into this.” For Judi, she felt that she put enough into the experience for it to
be real to her. However, she also indicated she achieved the most flow when reading or in
SL generally. She also explained later that “. . . since we’ve been done [with SL] I find
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myself missing fellow students.” The interaction in SL, even though it was still online,
was real enough that she felt this was missing in her other traditional online courses.
Like her peers, Judi preferred the SL experience when audio was being used. She
said, “I enjoyed the class more when you were able to use the headset.” Also, the audio
component of the SL experience appeared to add to her sense of presence. Judi said, “It
feels real enough…I would like to communicate verbally more.” She liked the audio, but
felt that additional audio would have contributed to her overall experience, and would
have increased the sense of social presence.
Environment and Immersion
Judi indicated achieving a high level immersion. She also reported a high degree
of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008) while reading. When asked about this, she said,
“yes…get into character. When I read a book, I usually become one of the characters in
my mind and get into the story…just like here. Does that make me crazy?” I explained to
her that no it did not make her crazy and explained the concept of flow to her briefly.
Interestingly, Judi least liked her experience in the library class. She said, in the real
world it was hard for her to sit still. Judi explained her experience in the library, “I was
very new to SL and had a hard time maneuvering around. Just like in a face-to-face
class, I didn't enjoying staying in one place.” Judi’s ability to immerse herself in the
environment yielded distaste for the traditional classroom environment where one does
not move around. Also, during this part of the class session, Judi got up and moved closer
to the screen to better see, but possibly also as a way to move around. Her real world
learning preferences influenced her learning preferences in the virtual world. Even
though Judi was physically seated during most of the SL experience, it was having her
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avatar seated in the virtual world that bothered her. She related to her avatar, and
experienced sufficient flow, to feel bothered by the fact that her avatar was sitting still in
the virtual world.
SL Challenges
Judi faced various technical challenges in using SL. Although she rated herself as
an intermediate to advanced computer user, this form of technology challenged her skills
to a certain extent. She struggled in the first class session with using the view features in
particular, as well as in maneuvering. Judi also struggled in building her classroom, but
not unlike any of the other participants. She also struggled in the final class with
maneuvering between the islands. These various challenges contributed to her feeling like
she was “old.” This attribution was unique to Judi, and not one shared by the other
candidates. These challenges were essentially related to the known steep learning curve
of the SL interface (Berge, 2008; Condic, 2009). However, Judi did not fully understand
that the difficulties she was encountering were perfectly normal, despite my reassurances.
Persistence of the SL Environment
Judi was the only participant who identified the persistence of the environment as
a benefit to participation in the SL experience. The fact that students could return to the
various learning environments, review the PowerPoint screens, and access the various
resources from the class sessions was a benefit. She said,
I also like that you have the classroom still up for anytime I wanted to
come in and browse or check notes. I was able to go back and look at that
PowerPoint on my own which helped a lot.
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She returned to SL to review course resources. According to the tracking device in the
school, Judi signed in five times outside of class and interview sessions over the course of
the semester. However, most likely only two or three of these other visits were used to
review course material, rather than work on designing her SL classroom. I believe the
other participants used the online resources that were available through the course
management system. The PowerPoints and other resources given in SL were also
provided through the course management system.
Judi’s Experience
Judi was an interesting participant in that she enjoyed SL, but still had
reservations and conditions with which she felt it should be used. Judi provided an
overview of her experience. She said, “I can say that the SL class made me feel like I was
part of a class as much as you can be online. I was able to communicate and visualize
classmates and the instructor.” Judi summed up her experience saying, “You had some
interesting classes that held my interest and made me forget about how much time I was
‘in class.’” Overall, she felt it was more effective than traditional online learning, but that
SL was, “probably not as effective as face-to-face but more effective than just online.”
However, she still believed that face-to-face would provide the best learning
environment. She said that overall, SL is “a good thing,” but not for the entire semester.
She explained, “I don’t think I would have the time to spend all at once.” Her life
limitations made dedicating that amount of set time on a weekly basis a challenge.
Judi’s experience in SL was interesting for several reasons. First, as the oldest of
the participants, a digital immigrant, she was unique amongst the participants. Being over
46 years of age, she would have been in her late 20’s to early 30’s before the World Wide
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Web was introduced. Therefore, 3D virtual worlds were a technology she would not be
familiar with, nor necessarily have conceived of when she was in grade school. Second,
even though Judi achieved the highest level of immersion, indicating a high degree of
flow, she was not the most enthusiastic of the participants. While she enjoyed her SL
experience, she was less emotive in terms of wanting to participate in more SL sessions
or in terms of its use for other courses. While she did like SL for part of the semester, and
would even have liked it for an entire course, she felt that it would be problematic to try
to use it for all her courses in a given semester because of her time constraints more than
because of challenges she faced in SL. While she felt capable and motivated as a student
generally, she also indicated she was frustrated in the SL experience. The technical
challenges of learning how to use this new technology pushed her abilities. Third, Judi
was the only participant who indicated that their personal life or outside factors did not
play a role in her experience. With no young children, she was the least influenced by
such distractions. Though she was not necessarily as distracted by her children, her life
constraints did limit the time she could dedicate to her coursework. Overall, Judi would
tell others that SL was “a fun and helpful way to experience online class” and “I would
do it again if the opportunity arises.”
The SL Experience Interpreted
The above narratives described each participant’s SL experiences and overviewed
the ways they made sense of their individual middle level teacher preparation SL
experiences. In this process, the participants had to undertake the middle level content,
the SL environment, the SL interface, and the nature of the interaction (both human and
environmental). The participants made sense of this experience in their personal context
255

as full-time online non-traditional students. Despite the middle level teacher education
content beingat the core of the experience, the SL experience itself overshadowed the
content to a degree. They had to analyze their experience within preexisting cognitive
frameworks (Coburn, 2005), which resulted in focusing on their prior formal educational
experiences in both face-to-face and traditional online learning settings.
The following themes emerged from an analysis of the data and the subsequent
case narratives. The participants attended “to certain phenomena or variables more than
to others, so that they punctuate or punch out certain facets from complex streams of
experience” (Gilmore & Murphy, 1991, p. 394). Their responses emphasized the benefits
and challenges of their SL experiences, especially in contrast to prior non-SL learning
experiences. The following assertions, inductively derived through developing the
participant narratives and constant-comparison of the data, outline the perceived benefits
and challenges of their experiences:
•

SL was a more supportive learning environment than the participants’
traditional online-learning experiences.

•

The SL learning experiences were more engaging than their traditional onlinelearning experiences.

•

SL learning experiences were more useful for learning about middle level
education than their traditional online-learning experiences.

•

Although SL is a positive environment overall for learning about middle level
education, difficulties and distractions were present both externally (e.g.,
children, family) and within SL (e.g., logistical issues, such as technical
challenges, etc.).
256

A wide variety of factors contributed to the nature of these experiences. While many of
the factors that influenced the SL experiences were shared among the participants, the
frequency, scope and magnitude varied. I have highlighted the similarities and
differences in experiences to elucidate the factors that influenced these non-traditional,
fully-online teacher participant experiences, using the Mayrath et al. (2010) framework as
the initial guide. Therefore, the factors that will be discussed fall into three categories:
(a) contextual (e.g., prior gaming experience, duration, and frequency of experiences), (b)
pedagogical (e.g., relevance, complexity of required SL skills, and use of SL
affordances), and (c) logistical (e.g., usability, training, technical support, and computer
issues). Though the Mayrath et al. model focuses on the previous specific factors within
each category, I will address those factors within each general category that emerged
from the data.
SL is More Supportive
Various aspects of the SL experience (e.g., immediate formative feedback, greater
co-presence, opportunity to seek-help) contributed to an overall sense of being more
supported than in traditional online-learning experiences. The participants often referred
to the SL experience as “easier.” For example, Sarah mentioned that SL made the course
easier eight different times. In each instance, it was in reference to the various supports
offered through participation. By “easier” the participants did not mean less rigorous, but
rather that their learning experiences were more supported, and as a result the same
learning tasks felt easier or more manageable. All five participants reported that SL
enabled them to accomplish tasks more quickly, increased their productivity, and made it
easier to learn the course content as compared with the traditional online learning
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experience (see Table 4.7). For example, with regard to the class on structures, Elizabeth
stated, “It really helped me. Actually seeing the way the class needed to be setup made it
easier to understand and to have you explain the process with actually looking at it really
helped.” The opportunity to experience the classroom environments made it easier for
her to learn the course content.

Table 4.7

SL Supports
Sarah

Elizabeth Christine Judi

Kay

Using SL in my course study (Middle Level Ed)
enabled me to accomplish tasks more quickly.

5

5

4

4

4

Using SL in my course study (Middle Level Ed.)
increased my productivity.

5

5

4

4

4

4

5

5

Using SL made it easier to learn the course (Middle
5
5
Level Ed).
1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree

In describing the SL experience as easier, all five participants considered their SL
experiences more similar to prior face-to-face learning experiences and contrasted them
to their traditional online learning experiences. They indicated a preference, generally,
for face-to-face versus traditional online learning. They felt that it was the most effective
learning environment. SL’s similarity to a face-to-face environment facilitated feelings of
not being alone and a generally more supportive learning experience (e.g., Judi stated,
“So this was a great way to experience class without having to travel to a classroom.”).
Elizabeth indicated SL gives you “that face time” that is not the same in traditional online
learning. The participants received the benefits of face-to-face learning such as the
opportunity for help-seeking, clarification, and interaction. Another supportive aspect of
SL was that learning activities were completed within the context of the SL class time.
258

Therefore, a portion of their assigned weekly work was completed as a group, at a set
time. The participants therefore felt that it helped them complete their tasks more
quickly.
Factors Contributing to the Supportiveness of the SL Experience
Essentially, the SL experience afforded better co-regulation of learning. McCaslin
and Hickey (2009) argue co-regulation focuses on the “relationship with and among
individuals, objects, and settings,” and the fact that students have to coordinate “multiple
social worlds, expectations, and goals” (pp. 227-229). Using the framework of
contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors, the following will address those factors
that contributed to the SL experience being perceived as supportive and resulted in a
more co-regulated learning experience.
Contextual Factors
The participants’ context as non-traditional online students with many demands
on their time was an important factor in their perspectives on the supportive nature of the
SL experience. Specifically, the SL experience supported the participants’ goal
coordination and time management.
Goal Coordination and Time Management
SL supported goal coordination for the participants. All participants had families
and other life or work responsibilities while taking a full time course load. Four of the
five were taking care of young children and two to three (depending on the time of the
semester) were working. In addition to family and work demands, all participants were
taking four to five online courses during the semester. As a result, they had to coordinate
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their multiple roles. I was able to more clearly assist them identifying and supporting
learning goals in the context of the SL experience than in their traditional online
experience. The participants were able to virtually be in class with their peers and the
instructor to learn the material, rather than having to do it on their own. Scheduled SL
class sessions provided time management that supported goal coordination.
Given that the participants were non-traditional students, it was not surprising that
they appeared to struggle with time management. However, the use of SL helped
mitigated this problem. All five participants indicated in the post-experience survey that
the SL experience improved their productivity and helped them accomplish tasks more
quickly. Because they were required to be in class at a specific time and complete certain
activities within that time frame, the participants were able to manage distractions better
and complete their weekly work more efficiently. The set time to meet with me as the
instructor and to complete certain assignments helped them to allocate this time to
learning and to not walk away from learning activities. As active participants in the SL
experience, they did not have the option to easily say that they can go back to the work
later. Distractions usually consisted of needing to meet the needs of their children and
meeting academic deadlines, within the constraints of other family and/or work
responsibilities. Although four participants reported and were observed being interrupted
by their children during SL experiences, they were able to continue their work and
manage the distraction rather than postponing their learning to a later time.
Also, SL prevented the participants from procrastinating on their weekly work or
skipping various learning activities. It prevented Kay from giving in to her self-identified
procrastination. By attending the SL class she had to complete the weekly assignments
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during that time, rather than putting it off to complete later. Elizabeth agreed that it was
efficient because they completed the work within the SL class time, rather than doing the
work independently, saying, “I mean there really wasn’t a whole lot we had to do outside
of the class.” The weekly assignments normally completed independently in online
courses were completed during the SL class. Therefore, after the time commitment of the
class session, they only had to focus on their larger assignments. Elizabeth and Sarah
indicated that sometimes they would forget or skip assignments in the traditional online
course if they could. Because they could not do this in the same way in SL, it kept them
more accountable for completing assignments within a given time frame, supporting their
learning in the process. Both indicated that when something came up in their personal
lives, they would often have to stop what they were doing with regard to their
assignments and sometimes that meant the assignments did not get done. Additionally,
given that a couple students not only had families, but job commitments, setting aside
dedicated time to their school work was a challenge. However, in SL they felt more
accountable and set aside the SL class time.
Pedagogical Factors
Affordances of SL influenced the participants’ belief that SL was a more
supportive learning environment than their prior traditional online learning experiences.
Specifically, SL afforded: (a) greater co-presence, (b) additional scaffolding and
formative feedback, (c) opportunities for immediate help-seeking, and (d) anonymity and
disinhibition.
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Greater Co-Presence
The feeling of “not being alone” characterized many aspects of the participants’
SL experiences. They perceived being more alone in their traditional online learning
experiences than in SL. For example, Sarah said that she did not “like the fact that with
online you seem to be all alone working on stuff most of the time.” Christine, Judi, and
Elizabeth explained that having additional support when discussing the course content
made it easier and helped focus learning on important content (e.g., “I know I have read
[the PowerPoints] and sometimes there are things that I might not understand, and having
you there clarifying them made it easier to understand.”). The participants reported
feeling more supported in the SL learning environment, both through having more direct
interaction with me and by having peers going through the experience with them.
Greater co-presence afforded by SL, as indicated by the participants’ reports of
feeling “not so alone” in comparison to the participants’ traditional online learning
experiences, helped create a more supportive learning environment and supported greater
co-regulation. The nature and role of co-presence in virtual worlds has been discussed in
the literature (see Bronack et al., 2008; Joo et al., 2011; Lawless-Reljic, 2010; Mennecke,
Triplett, Hassall, Conde, & Heer, 2011). Co-presence existed between me, as the
instructor, and the participants, as well as between the participants. While my presence
was felt more strongly in general, peer presence also played an important role in the more
supportive experiences reported by some of the participants.
The participants reported the degree to which I felt “real” to them. For all five
participants, I felt very “real.” For Kay, her sense that my avatar represented a “real”
person was augmented by our unique relationship. She substituted in a classroom that I
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was responsible for observing periodically. She needed additional help with her longterm substitute teaching position and therefore we spoke on the phone on a couple of
occasions, beyond our SL related communications. Therefore, unlike the other
participants, I had met Kay and we had spoken on the phone. She believed that this
contributed to her perception that I was a real person, rather than a computer generated
character.
The other four participants reported that I felt very real despite the fact that we
had not met in person. This high degree of co-presence was attributed to the high degree
of interaction between the participants and me, fulfillment of role expectations, and the
use of audio. Direct instruction and questioning composed a significant portion of the SL
experience. As a result, there was greater interaction between the participants and myself
than among the participants. Also, because the study required additional interaction with
the participants via email and interviews, I spent more time was spent interacting with the
participants than their classmates did. Exhibiting expected role behaviors also contributed
to the participants’ perception that I was “real.” I performed the teacher role and fulfilled
the teacher stereotype through direct instruction, and so forth. The use of audio also
supported greater co-presence between the instructor and the teacher participants. This
sense of presence was an important factor in the participants’ overall SL experience for
learning about middle level education.
While I felt more real to the participants than the other students did, the
participants reported that their peers were at least as real as they were in a traditional
online program, and often more so. However, there was more variation in the participant
co-presence experienced with peers than in their experience with me. Sarah, Christine
263

and Kay were similar in their feelings about how real their peers seemed. Christine felt
that the sense of co-presence with peers was greatly influenced by the degree of
interactivity in a given SL activity. When she was just listening to PowerPoint
presentations, she felt less connected to her peers than when we were using the
Opinionator, and so forth. It appears that this also influenced Kay, who commented that
“they are just robots sitting there,” seeming to indicate that during lecture her peers were
less real. The ones she knew from the online cohort were a little more real. Sarah also
believed that the degree of presence was influenced by the degree of interaction at any
given time. Judi and Elizabeth felt a bit more connection to their peers. Judi said, some
seem a little unreal, but seem more real because the participants were behaving like
students in a real classroom. Elizabeth felt that her peers were very real. The
synchronous nature of the environment, mixed with the avatar embodiment, provided this
sense of presence for Elizabeth. Overall, although they perceived lesser presence with
peers than with me, their co-presence was still seen as a benefit that added to the more
supportive nature of the SL experience.
Two of the five participants reported that collaboration with a peer in the
backwards design SL class on writing goals and objectives was also supportive. Kay
believed that it was easier to work with her peers to clarify instructions and share ideas.
She also liked that she could ask her peers questions during instruction to clarify
questions she had without “interrupting” me. Christine also felt it was helpful. Christine
believed that synchronous collaboration was beneficial and easier in SL than in the
traditional online experience. Being able to talk to the other participants in the learning
process was seen as supportive. All the online teacher participants found that
264

coordinating group work, normally a significant challenge in online courses, was easier in
the SL class sessions.
It is likely that co-presence among the students could have been increased had the
group attending each class session been more consistent, had I performed more
community building in SL, and had I allowed the participants to use audio. Despite this,
peer presence was still viewed as beneficial and contributed to a more supportive learning
environment than the traditional online program. Thus it is likely that the role of copresence is underestimated in the present study.
Scaffolding and Formative Feedback
The opportunity to receive additional scaffolding and formative feedback through
the SL experience provided more support for the five participants. Additional scaffolding
included: providing extra examples; focusing attention; modeling; and synchronous
embodied discussion. Selected examples of these experiences are presented below,
including: (a) the impact of watching a video clip as a group, (b) feedback on writing
goals and objectives, and (c) the use of the visual environment as a form of scaffolding to
support learning.
All five participants felt that watching and discussing the video as a group in the
classroom management class session supported their learning. Watching and discussing
the video as a class was better than doing so independently and discussing it online
asynchronously. Elizabeth explained, “I liked it, it made the assignment easier, and it
helped when we discussed it together as a class, because then you know what was right
and wrong with what [the teacher in the video] did.” Even Judi, who had technical
problems with viewing the video in its entirety, felt that the group discussion in real time
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was beneficial. The others agreed that the experience was better with the synchronous
interaction between their peers and me in avatar form. The immediate formative feedback
and focusing of attention to specific details in the video helped support their learning.
The participants agreed that the visual and experiential nature of avatar embodiment
made this type of discussion easier in SL than in the traditional text chat of WebCT.
All five participants reported that being able to collaborate and receive formative
feedback about backwards design also supported their learning. The participants
practiced breaking down standards and writing goals and objectives. Sarah said it was
very helpful (e.g., “Gave me more of an example as far as some of the things went.”).
Elizabeth was especially effusive, saying that learning this content via SL and having the
opportunity to receive formative feedback made a significant difference. She even
reported that the non-SL students from the class were calling her to ask for instructions
and for clarification about the content (e.g., “They didn’t understand, you know, the
whole content of what was expected, but I did because you know, you explained it.”).
The opportunity to practice these skills and to learn how to use backwards planning with
feedback and support was therefore viewed as beneficial.
Three of the participants, Sarah, Elizabeth, and Christine, also liked the 3D
visualization of teacher dominance/cooperation in the classroom that was part of the
learning environment, which was used as a prop while teaching to further reinforce the
point of balance in teacher-student relationships in classroom management. They all
believed that the visualization supported their recall of the concepts introduced using the
3D model.
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All the participants considered the lack of ability to have immediate feedback
from instructors in traditional online learning experiences problematic. In the traditional
online experience, the student has to email the instructor for assignment or content
clarification and wait for a response. The limitations of this asynchronous communication
form motivated Judi and Christine to participate in the SL experience participation in the
SL experience. Judi (in the pre-survey) and Christine (in a later interview) indicated that
the opportunity to seek additional help influenced their decision to participate in the SL
experience. In comparison to non-traditional online experiences, SL supported designated
learning experiences that facilitated learning and help-seeking as a result of the embodied
synchronicity afforded by SL. All the participants valued this support and believed it
contributed to their positive overall SL experience.
Help-Seeking
All five participants used SL meetings as a way to seek help clarifying assignment
instructions and expectations. While the students may have sought help via email, having
the opportunity to seek help in-time with learning was seen as very beneficial. On several
occasions, Sarah explained that the SL experience reduced her stress because she was
able to get help understanding assignments or the content. The option to seek help made
her feel more supported in her learning. For Sarah, the reduction in stress was very
important because she was simultaneously dealing with a complicated pregnancy.
Elizabeth also felt that being able to ask questions reduced her stress. However, Elizabeth
attributed some of this ease to the synchronicity of the environment, which allowed her to
clarify her statements in real time if she was misunderstood. She felt like she could
correct misconceptions, which also helped her feel less anxiety about participation,
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thereby protecting her self-image. Elizabeth mentioned assignment clarification on
multiple occasions. She explained that reading assignment instructions was not the same
as being able to read and discuss the same instructions in real time. Elizabeth explained,
“I understood everything that I was supposed to, I understood everything that was asked
of me because if I didn’t I’d just ask you.” Kay and Judi asked questions at the beginning
of class about discussion board assignments in the third class. We postponed the
discussion to the end of class because the questions applied only to the online students.
They asked about the first of several discussion postings. The first discussion asked the
course participants to look at ways to connect their content to curriculum in
complementary, multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and integrative perspectives. All five
participants reported that the opportunity to seek help in real time supported their
learning and success in the course and their overall positive impression of the SL
experience.
Two of the five participants further used the SL experience to share their personal
circumstances and their concerns about completing the course successfully. Both Kay and
Sarah were pregnant during the semester and took the opportunity to speak with me in SL
about their pregnancies and how it was affecting them academically. Kay was concerned
because her due date was near final exams. Sarah was concerned because of the various
complications she was experiencing and how these complications interrupted her ability
to focus on her learning and assignment completion. Both participants approached me in
SL and asked me to convey the information to the course professor. Again, the
synchronicity of the environment and the co-presence allowed for greater support of the
learners, making the SL experience more positive from the perspective of the teacher
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participants. All participants indicated the ability to ask questions in real time and discuss
challenges they were facing was a supportive element of the SL experience.
Additionally, three of the five participants used SL as an alternative channel of
communication when the traditional online learning management system was
unavailable. Each week, the participants had the opportunity to participate in the courseinstructor-led traditional chat for one hour. In one instance, the learning management
system stopped working and three of the participants signed on to SL to see if I was
available and to find out whether the chat would still be held. Sarah felt like she was
doing something wrong that made the traditional online learning management system not
work. By using this alternative channel of communication, she was able to alleviate her
frustration, which also helped to make the SL experience appear beneficial and
supportive.
Anonymity and Disinhibition
Two of the five participants, Sarah and Elizabeth, felt that their learning
experiences were better emotionally supported through the anonymity afforded by SL.
They indicated that face-to-face classes made them somewhat uncomfortable or anxious
and limited their willingness to participate; the SL experience provided a more relaxed
and less stressful learning environment that they believed contributed to their positive SL
learning experience. Avatar representation in SL renders one’s facial expressions and
identity relatively anonymous. As a result, some students experience a sense of
disinhibition that allows them to participate more fully in online learning (Schunk, 2012;
Suler, 2004). According to Suler, “Whatever they say or do [online] can’t be directly
linked to the rest of their lives” (p. 322). In SL, this phenomenon can provide a greater
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willingness to ask and answer questions for some participants, even when the student is
not sure the answer is right or acceptable to the teacher and/or to their peers. This was the
case for Sarah and Elizabeth.
Although disinhibition occurs in traditional online learning as well, both Sarah
and Elizabeth found that they were more willing to participate and seek help in the SL
learning environment than they would normally in a face-to-face or traditional online
learning environment. They indicated that not having to see the facial expressions of their
peers provided this freedom. For example, Sarah explained that being in the comfort of
her own home contributed to her ease in the SL environment. She stated, “Honestly I am
more open than I would be if I was in a face-to-face class. I am more comfortable from
my own home.” Sarah felt that participating in SL from home, represented by her avatar,
supported her learning because she felt “like [she could] ask questions when needed
without feeling ‘stupid’.” She could ask questions in real-time without being visually
seen. As a result, she felt “learning in SL is a positive one.” While Sarah and Elizabeth
benefited from the anonymity afforded by the use of an avatar, the other three
participants did not indicate that this played a role in their experience. Sarah and
Elizabeth both indicated intense shyness in the regular classroom, making them more
likely to find the anonymity of the SL environment more significant. Kay and Judi both
indicated that they were normally quiet in the classroom and continued to be so in SL.
Christine said that she felt comfortable participating in her own learning whether in SL or
in a face-to-face class, and therefore, the anonymity did not affect her. Issues of
individual temperament probably contributed to these differences in this aspect of
experience.
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SL is More Engaging
Not only did the participants feel that SL was supportive, they believed that SL
was more engaging. The participants found the SL experience engaging, especially in
contrast to their traditional online learning experiences. Both global and specific aspects
of the SL experiences were described as engaging. For the purposes of this discussion,
engagement will refer to the “quality of participation with academic activities. Its positive
pole encompasses enthusiastic willing effortful exertion, interest, concentrated attention,
and persistence in the face of difficulties and challenge…” (Skinner, Kindermann,
Connell, & Wellborn, 2009, p. 227). Therefore fun, enjoyment, and interest are
components of the overall engaging experience.
All participants enjoyed the SL experience (see Table 4.8). In response to the four
questions about enjoyment and fun in SL given in the post-experience survey, all
participants indicated that they either “enjoyed” or “strongly enjoyed” SL, looked
forward to using SL, found SL to be fun, and considered SL intrinsically interesting. All
participants also specifically referenced “fun” with regard to the experience in interviews
and/or in class interaction.
Experiences were reported as engaging in the post-experience survey; these
results were also found in the participants’ reports of their experiences via interviews.
Participant engagement is indicated by reports of “not being bored” in comparison to
their traditional online courses and a sense of time distortion in the SL classes. These
feelings applied mostly to the varied learning environments and the varied and interactive
instructional activities.
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Table 4.8

Enjoyment of SL

Sarah
Elizabeth Christine Judi
I enjoy using SL
5
5
4
4
I look forward to SL
5
5
4
4
SL is fun
5
5
4
5
Experiencing SL is intrinsically interesting.5
4
4
4
1=really did not enjoy; 2=did not enjoy; 3=neutral; 4=enjoyed; 5=strongly enjoyed

Kay
4
4
4
4

“Not Being Bored”
Three of the five participants specifically reported “not being bored” in the SL
experience, in contrast to their traditional online learning experiences, or even in one case
in comparison to face-to-face experiences. Elizabeth indicated that the various
environments kept her interest. She said in an interview, “Like for three hours I was not
bored.” She felt like three hours could have easily been boring in a classroom situation,
whether in the real world or a virtual one. Elizabeth indicated that she felt like she was
more in a discussion than in a classroom (e.g., “more laid back”) and that also maintained
her interest. Kay explained that the change in routine added to the fun part of the SL
experience. She said, “It has been fun for me just 'cause it is so different and I'm not used
to being on the computer and doing different things like this but I think I have to say my
favorite part has been just being able to get out of the online class routine.” Kay
explained that after her first semester in the online program that she was “so down and
bored” that she did not want to persist in the program. She expected to continue to be
bored in the program. However, the SL experience was helpful in keeping her interested.
Sarah had taken 18-20 online courses prior to the SL experience and felt that she
got bored teaching herself, and that SL therefore made things more interesting than her
traditional online learning experiences. When asked about the use of the outdoor
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experience in the Unit 2 SL class, Sarah indicated it was “interesting to see how things
could change.” Sarah also said that moving from room to room in SL to discuss the
various demonstration classroom arrangements prevented her from getting bored, as she
would have by reading the information at home. This was the case with the backwards
design class as well (e.g., “You did not just get bored staying in the same place all the
time.”). She also said the movement from stage to stage in the backwards design process
as helped to maintain her interest and avoid boredom. The other two participants did not
specifically reference “not being bored” but indicated their engagement in the course
through indicating fun and interest (e.g., Judi stated the environment was “fun”; Christine
referenced the benefit of the interactivity of SL to keep her engaged).
Sense of Time Distortion
Three of the five participants also indicated that the classes were sufficiently
interesting and fun to allow them to lose track of time in the SL class sessions. Judi felt
that the classes were interesting and allowed her to forget how long she was in the class.
Elizabeth agreed in the second interview, indicating that the first class “flew by”;
however, the second class seemed a little slower to her. Elizabeth attributed it to the
change in her work schedule that required her to be up at 3:30 a.m. Although she did not
mention it, the second class was longer than the first, possibly adding to this sense that
the class went by more slowly. Like Elizabeth, Christine felt that classes went by
“mostly fast,” though one class night she had had limited sleep the night before,
contributing to the feeling that the class went by more slowly. Kay did not experience a
sense that time passed quickly. In fact, she felt that the second class was fairly long. She
attributed this to attending the 7:00-10:00 p.m. class, rather than the 5:00-8:00 p.m. class
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that she had attended for the first and final SL classes. Kay also attributed her sense that
the class felt long when compared to her prior synchronous online class chat experiences
that only lasted about 30-45 minutes. In reality, the SL experiences were significantly
longer, so this would be expected. Sarah did not remember feeling that the classes were
either long or short. She just felt that the classes were engaging.
Two of the four participants (Elizabeth did not complete the room design in SL),
Christine and Kay, reported a loss of a sense of time while completing their classroom
designs in SL. Judi did not report a loss of time while completing the assignment, but
found it particularly interesting. Kay experienced the most significant loss of time. She
indicated that it was “addicting.” Christine found building her room especially
challenging, but reported that she “lost herself” in the experience because it was so
interesting. Sarah initially attempted to complete the 2D version of her classroom, but
when that failed, rapidly completed the assignment in SL and therefore did not report this
sense of time distortion.
Factors Contributing to Engagement and Interest
Contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors contributed to the engaging nature
of the participants’ SL experiences. The following will provide an overview of the
contextual and pedagogical factors. While logistical factors played a role in distracting
participants from being more engaged, they will be addressed separately with regard to
the challenges experienced. Briefly, these logistical factors include issues of SL usability
(e.g., maneuvering, viewing, and hearing) and computer issues (e.g., SL crashing and
audio not working).
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Contextual Factors
Contextual factors that contributed to the participants’ perceptions that the SL
experiences were engaging included: (a) learner characteristics and (b) class duration,
timing, and frequency.
Learner Characteristics
The following learner characteristics were contextual factors contributing to the
engaging SL experiences: (a) prior traditional online learning experiences, (b) interest in
middle level education, and (c) interest in SL and computers.
In contrast to traditional online learning experiences, all the participants found the
SL experiences more engaging. Kay in particular felt that the change in routine from the
traditional online experience helped maintain her interest. She had even considered
whether or not she could continue in the program after the first semester of traditional
online classes, but indicated that the SL experience helped to reinvigorate her interest in
the program. Sarah and Elizabeth had taken an extensive number of online courses, 18-20
and 24 respectively, prior to the SL experience and felt that they got bored with teaching
themselves, and that SL therefore made things more interesting than their traditional
online learning experiences. Also, SL broke the routine of reading and responding. This
contrast between the participants’ SL experiences and their traditional online experiences
helped to identify SL as more engaging for the participants.
Of the five participants, Judi and Christine preferred to teach in the early
elementary years. Three were interested in teaching middle school: Kay, Sarah, and
Elizabeth. Of these three, Elizabeth and Kay indicated that their interest in teaching
middle school increased their interest in the SL class sessions in both interviews and the
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post-survey. However, Sarah felt that she would have been as engaged and interested
regardless of her interest in middle level education. Based on interviews, other factors
related to situational interest (e.g., the support received, interest and enjoyment of using
computers, and the affordances of SL) played more of a role in Sarah’s SL experience.
Therefore, for two of the five participants, their interest in the content of the course
increased their overall interest in the SL experiences. According to Schiefle (2009), such
individual interest is an antecedent to motivation, which thereby would have influenced
the participants’ experiences and perspectives about those experiences.
All five participants indicated interest in the SL program as part of their initial
decision to participate (e.g., Elizabeth - “I am curious to see how this works.”). Sarah
indicated excitement about SL and a genuine love of computers in her pre-survey. Kay
indicated that she felt like SL would be a technology that would engage middle school
learners and therefore was interested in the experience. Christine indicated an interest in
learning new technology, such as SL. Judi was interested to see how SL worked for
online learning. Therefore, the participants all shared a common interest in the SL
program, which influenced how they made sense of their SL experiences.
Class Duration and Frequency of SL Experiences
The class duration, timing, and frequency of the SL experiences influenced the
participants’ perception of engagement. The length of class sessions played a small role
in the nature of the engagement experienced by the participants. If the class sessions had
been any longer than three hours (a typical class length for many face-to-face classes), it
is likely that the degree of engagement would have drastically decreased (e.g., it took
dedication “sitting in class for so long.”), though this is not surprising and typical of face276

to-face class settings as well. With regard to timing, the participants had the opportunity
to attend a 5:00-8:00 p.m. or a 7:00-10:00 p.m. session for each of the three unit classes.
For Kay and Elizabeth, the later class sessions made the experience seem longer or more
of a struggle to sit through; however, the later class was more convenient for some of the
participants, given their other life demands. The frequency of the SL experiences was
limited to two one-hour training sessions, and three 2-3 hour class sessions. This allowed
each experience to be unique and interesting.
Pedagogical Factors
Two pedagogical factors contributed to the participants’ engagement in SL: (a)
the visual and immersive nature of the environment and (b) the varied interactive learning
experiences.
Varied and Interesting Learning Environments
All participants reported that the visual and varied nature of the SL class
environments contributed to their experiences being interesting and fun. Sarah and
Elizabeth specifically reported that it was beneficial to move from the more realistic to
more fantastical environments to keep the experiences interesting. I designed each
learning environment purposefully, using both simulated and fantastical environments,
with both types regularly used in SL. I began the first class session in a realistic
environment as a way to allow the students to adjust to the virtual world and because it
suited the content being studied - structures of middle schools. The second class was
meant to expose them to a more relaxed environment. The final class was set up in stages
to represent the various stages of backwards design, but also took advantage of the
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opportunity to experience learning in a more fantastical type of environment. This variety
of SL environments made the experience interesting; all five participants liked the variety
of learning environments provided in the class sessions. For example, Kay said, “You
changed the scenery up and it didn’t make it…It wasn’t like repetitive where you get like
– how do I explain, visually bland I guess.” Sarah liked to see how the environment could
change from class to class (e.g., “It is not like when we have chats and just sit here
staring at the same screen all the time.”). Generally, the varied environments were rated
as enjoyable. The following will discuss in more detail the various learning environments
and the participants’ perspectives on engagement regarding each SL class.
The Unit 1 SL class consisted of two related environments for learning: (a) the
library for lecture and (b) the demonstration classrooms. The different environments were
viewed differently with regard to engagement. The library classroom as a location for
initial lecture and discussion was the least engaging of all the SL environments. It was the
only environment that was rated as “not enjoyable” in the post-experience survey or
talked about negatively in interviews by all of the participants. Two of the five
participants, Judi and Kay, did not enjoy this environment for learning (see Table 4.9).
For Kay and Judi, the environment was too similar to sitting in a real world classroom
environment that they equated with being less than engaging. However, all five
participants did enjoy the demonstration classrooms. Sarah, Kay, and Judi reported liking
that they did not stay in one place the entire class session but rather moved around
through visiting these various rooms in the virtual school. For example, Sarah said about
the first class,
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I like being able to actually see the classroom setups as well. I liked how
the classrooms were set up. I also liked how you could go from class to
class seeing the different setups. It made learning more fun. It did not
make me feel like I was just sitting in a traditional room.
The movement between various locations within the virtual school was beneficial to their
engagement and interest. Additionally, the relevance of the environment to their learning
likely contributed to their positive opinions of the demonstration classrooms as an
environment for learning.

Table 4.9

Learning Activities - Enjoyment Ratings

Sarah
Elizabeth Christine Judi
Unit 1 SL Class
Library Lecture
4
4
4
2
Visiting Demo Classrooms
5
4
4
4
Unit 2 SL Class
Outdoor Lecture
5
4
4
4
Opinionator
5
4
4
5
Video - Classroom Management4
4
4
3
Unit 3 SL Class
Sky Islands
5
5
4
5
Partner Work- Sky Islands
4
3
4
N/A
Multiple Intelligences Area
N/A
4
4
N/A
General Experiences
Peer Interaction
4
4
4
5
Teacher Interaction
4
5
4
5
1=really did not enjoy; 2=did not enjoy; 3=neutral; 4=enjoyed; 5=strongly enjoyed

Kay
2
5
3
4
4
4
3
N/A
4
4

All five participants reported liking the outdoor learning environment of the
classroom management SL class. Judi said the classroom management environment was
“fun” and incorporated “great visuals.” Sarah, Kay, and Christine all mentioned liking
being “outdoors” in their interviews. Christine and Elizabeth said in general they liked
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outdoor learning better in the real world, and this translated to liking this SL learning
environment. Kay felt that it was more relaxed and therefore more interesting. Also, for
Kay, it did not look like a face-to-face classroom environment, which was viewed as a
positive component of the experience. The change in the environment, its uniqueness in
comparison to prior learning experiences, and a general preference for “being outdoors”
likely contributed to positive experiences in the outdoor classroom environment.
The final class, backwards design, was the most visually interesting of the three
environments based on my judgment, but also that of the participants. It was also the
most challenging environment to maneuver. All five participants liked the environment,
but for somewhat different reasons. Judi, Sarah, Christine, and Elizabeth liked the
scenery and the feeling of the environment. For example, Sarah felt like she was on an
exotic island, and this made the environment more relaxed, which she viewed, as
beneficial. Elizabeth also felt that the environment reduced the stress she normally
experienced in classrooms because it was visually open rather than contained. Kay and
Judi liked the movement that the environment afforded. They liked that the environment
was not static, but rather that they moved from one part of the sky islands to another.
Elizabeth stated about the backwards design class,
It made you feel less…I don't know. You know how you get when you get
in a classroom? Or even just doing it online in chat rooms, you don't
actually see anybody, and all that. But up there you were just in a laidback environment. You could see everybody you were talking to. I liked
it.
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The opportunity to be immersed in varied and visually interesting SL environments was
an important factor in participant engagement in the learning experiences. The SL
environment supported both emotional and cognitive engagement. Emotionally, the
environment was relaxing and visually interesting. Cognitively, the environment
provided relevance and/or structure to the learning experiences.
Varied and Interactive Instructional Activities
The SL classes provided the participants with greater human and environmental
interaction than traditional online learning provided, promoting more engagement. All
participants “enjoyed” or “strongly enjoyed” both peer interaction and interaction with
me, according to the post-experience survey (see Table 4.9). Also, movement and
interaction in the SL environment for various aspects of learning helped to promote
engagement in SL. Movement within the SL learning environment was incorporated in
each of the three class sessions, though most extensively in the Unit 1 SL demonstration
classrooms and the Unit 3 SL class on backwards design. The movement, along with the
fact that the transitions helped to break the class up into segments, helped to maintain
interest in the class sessions (e.g., “I did not just get bored staying in the same place all
the time.”). Most of the instructional activities were rated as “enjoyable” or “very
enjoyable” (see Table 4.9).
When discussing classroom arrangements in the first class on structures of middle
school, we moved among three virtual classrooms to discuss various room arrangements
and how room arrangements needed to be made contingent upon instructional methods
and content area. All five participants reported that they “enjoyed” or “strongly enjoyed”
visiting the demo classrooms (see Table 4.9). Christine and Sarah both indicated in
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interviews that being able to move within the environment as part of the learning
experience made it more interesting.
All five of the participants liked the Opinionator (see Table 4.9). In the
interviews, all five participants indicated that the Opinionator was a fun and interesting
learning activity. For example, Judi said, “It was interesting and gave me things to think
about.” It allowed her to think about issues of classroom management and planning in a
way she had not done previously. The Opinionator was also seen as interesting because
of the synchronous sharing of ideas and the friendly controversy and discussion promoted
within the activity. All five participants reported enjoying the opportunity to express their
opinions and to see those of their peers. As a result, all the participants reported that the
Opinionator was one of their favorite SL experiences (e.g., “I liked that it was engaging”;
“I liked it, it let me see how I compare to the rest of the class.”).
The movement and interactivity of the Opinionator activity also contributed to the
interest, engagement, and fun experienced by the participants. All five participants
“enjoyed” or “strongly enjoyed” the Opinionator activity (see Table 4.9). The
Opinionator activity helped to support both movement and interaction (e.g., “liked seeing
how my peers expressed their beliefs”; “hard to snooze on that one”).
We watched a YouTube video regarding classroom management as a class. Four
of the five participants enjoyed watching the video in SL. They especially appreciated the
class discussion about the video. This was an improvement upon the process of watching
it individually and discussing it asynchronously as they did in the traditional online
classes. Judi rated the experience as “neutral,” but she had technical challenges; her SL
crashed during the second half of the video.
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All five participants “enjoyed” or “strongly enjoyed” the final sky islands lecture
class that was distributed into the various stages (see Table 4.9). Judi liked the way that
the learning experiences were divided among the sky islands and felt that it therefore held
her interest. Kay and Sarah also indicated in the interviews that they liked the variety and
movement incorporated into the learning experiences in this class. Interactivity with the
environment and with other avatars, in real time, supported participant engagement.
Exceptions to Interest, Engagement, and Fun
Although generally the participants reported that SL experiences were engaging,
they viewed the lecture component of the experience as the least engaging of the
experiences, even if a “necessary evil.” Sarah found herself getting bored “staring at the
screen.” Judi and Kay “did not enjoy” the library lecture on classroom structures. Kay
indicated that the lecture felt too much like a face-to-face class. Kay was also only neutral
with regard to her enjoyment of the outdoor classroom management lecture. However,
the other participants reported “enjoying” or “strongly enjoying” the outdoor lecture. All
five participants indicated that they “enjoyed” or strongly enjoyed” the sky islands
lecture. It is not surprising that the sky islands lectures were better received, given that
they took greater advantage of the affordances (e.g., moving from one area to the next
and a more fantastical environment) of the virtual world to do something more
interesting. The lecture was distributed among the various islands into the stages of
backward design.
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SL Experiences Were Useful for Learning about Middle Level Education
Not only did the participants find the SL experience supportive and engaging, all
five participants indicated that the course was “useful” or “very useful” in the study of
middle level education in the post-experience survey (see Table 4.10). Interviews
affirmed the survey data (e.g., Kay, “[The SL class sessions] were very useful. They all
contributed to the understanding of the material.”). Usefulness of the experience was also
indicated by the fact that all five participants were glad they participated and would
recommend others do so as well. Although the SL experiences were generally useful, the
participants had differing perspectives on the relative usefulness of SL regarding each of
the class sessions and the overall usefulness of the SL experience. The following will
provide an overview of their perspectives, followed by the factors that contributed to
these experiences.

Table 4.10

Usefulness of SL in the MLE Course
Sarah

Elizabeth

Christine

Judi

Kay

Using SL enhanced my effectiveness in my
study of the course (Middle Level Ed).

5

5

4

4

4

Using SL improved my performance in my
study of the course (Middle Level Ed).

5

5

4

4

4

4

5

I found SL useful in my study of the course
5
5
4
(Middle Level Ed).
1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree

Unit 1 SL Class
The Unit 1 SL class on school structures was generally viewed as useful. The first
class discussed the structures of middle school, including the structures of people, time,
and place. The SL learning environment and the learning objectives of the course were
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aligned, which supported the usefulness of this first class session. The participants were
also able to experience the different classroom arrangements in a way that would not
have been possible in a traditional online or face-to-face class.
Structures Assignment
Two of the four participants who used SL for the classroom design assignment
believed that SL was particularly useful for this project. Both Kay and Judi felt that the
follow through structures assignment, in which they built their own SL classrooms, was
particularly beneficial. Kay said, “My favorite activity was the planning of my own
classroom. It really made me think about the possibilities and obstacles I might face as a
teacher.” Judi said, “The classroom setup was a great learning experience because this
class allowed me to actually see what my classroom would look like and what I would
need.” Both Kay and Judi spent well over two hours in the process of designing and
evaluating their classroom design. Kay and Judi were able to work within more realworld constraints in a 3D interactive environment than would be possible with the
traditional 2D version of this type of assignment, which rendered it more useful.
Christine felt more proud that she overcame the technical challenges of the experience
than about how she applied her learning. However, she did agree it was beneficial to
complete the assignment within those real world constraints. Elizabeth did not complete
her room in SL, and Sarah completed hers very quickly, with less consistent effort in the
process. Although they still believed that SL enhanced the learning experience, Elizabeth,
Sarah, and Christine did not find the activity as useful as Kay or Judi.
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Unit 2 SL Class
The participants expressed divergent opinions about the usefulness of the Unit 2
SL class session, which was not as interactive as the other two SL classes. Kay and Judi
felt that the class was useful, though Kay indicated that the class was not as fun, which
could account for Christine and Sarah’s belief that this class was not as useful. Neither
Christine nor Sarah believed that this class session was as useful as did the other
participants. Christine explained, “Honestly I feel that all of my classes so far have been
rather vague in terms of classroom management.”
Despite the fact that the participants reported a less enthusiastic belief in the
usefulness of this SL class, their closure assignment indicated that they did achieve
various goals of the lesson. The participants had to submit a Three W’s (What did we
learn today?; So what? Now what?). Though the participant responses varied, Sarah,
Christine, and Kay identified the relationship between effective planning and classroom
management (e.g., Christine, “I realized the importance of learning how to plan.”; Sarah,
“I learned how to be better prepared.”). Two participants, Judi and Sarah, reported the
importance of teacher-student relationships in classroom management (e.g., Judi, “These
things will help me as a teacher to understand the importance of connecting with my
students.”; Sarah, “I definitely see how having a rapport with the students helps as well in
managing the classroom.”). Sarah also reported the benefits of preventing classroom
management problems. Classroom management is typically a difficult skill to teach and
often considered a weakness in teacher preparation programs in general, which could also
account for the participants finding the class less useful, in that it may have been seen as
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less inherently practical. They may have wished for more prescriptive ideas about how to
handle classroom management issues.
Unit 3 SL Class
The participants also had differing opinions about the Unit 3 class session on
backward design. Two of the five participants, Kay and Elizabeth, felt that the backwards
design class was very helpful to their learning. Both agreed that the content was difficult,
and that going through the experience with teacher support helped them learn it (e.g.,
“This was a very hard concept to grasp, but having the lecture on this content was very
helpful.”). Christine felt that it was useful because she could “work with a partner in SL.”
Christine focused on the ability to work with a partner more than the content presented as
being useful. By contrast, Sarah and Judi did not feel that SL had a significant degree of
usefulness, even though Sarah enjoyed it and Judi felt that she could transfer the
instructional method of teaching through stations to her future teaching. One possible
explanation for Judi’s perspective is that she did not have an opportunity to work with a
partner. It is also likely that Sarah and Judi did not accept the process of backwards
planning as important, limiting its perceived usefulness. In my experience, teacher
candidates struggle with the concept of backwards planning. They often resist it because
backwards planning is not part of their schema for planning and teaching, based on their
apprenticeship of observation, and in the short time frame of the SL class, it was
challenging to change this conception. The apprenticeship of observation limits the
degree to which they would actually see this process or perceive its usefulness.
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Overall
Although all five participants believed that the SL experiences were useful for
their learning, two of the five participants indicated an even stronger belief that their
success in the course could be attributed to their participation in SL. The post-experience
survey data indicate both Elizabeth and Sarah held strong beliefs that their participation
in SL enhanced their effectiveness, performance, and general study of the middle level
education course (see Table 4.10). For example, Sarah stated she did not think she would
have learned as much in the course if she had not participated in SL. Elizabeth also
claimed that she did not think she would have “gotten as far” in the course without the SL
experiences. Factors influencing the perspectives of all the participants follow.
Factors Contributing to the Usefulness of the SL Experience
Contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors influenced the participants’ beliefs
about the usefulness of the SL learning experiences. Contextual and pedagogical factors
will be discussed below. Logistical factors influencing the usefulness of the SL
experiences are reserved and treated separately in the discussion of the fourth assertion
regarding the participants’ SL experiences with challenges and distractions. Essentially,
technical issues and the required meeting times played mitigated the usefulness of SL
experiences.
Contextual Factors
Contextual factors consisted of: (a) participants’ online learning history and (b)
their goals and interest in middle level education.
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Online Learning History
All five participants were online students by necessity, not by choice. Their life
circumstances necessitated attending the online program (e.g., children, jobs, and
distance from the university). All participants were in their second semester of a fivesemester online professional education program that would culminate in a bachelor’s
degree and teacher licensure. Christine already had a bachelor’s degree and was returning
for a second bachelor’s degree to earn the elementary education licensure. The other four
participants completed their first two years of undergraduate work at a community
college. Sarah and Elizabeth completed the vast majority of these first two years in
online coursework. Kay, Judi, and Christine had completed the majority of this prerequisite course work in a face-to-face environment. All valued face-to-face learning and
indicated that if they had an option, they would prefer to participate in face-to-face
courses rather than their traditional online learning experiences. The participants all
believed that SL provided them with the opportunity to experience face-to-face learning
within the limitations of their personal educational needs. Therefore, they found the
experience useful.
Goals and Interest in Middle Level Education
The participants, as a part of the Elementary Education program, were required to
earn a minimum of a C letter grade in all professional course work. Therefore, the
participants shared a minimum attainment value for the course. They wanted to do well in
the middle level education course, or at least well enough to pass the course and to
continue in the licensure-granting program. Therefore, the SL experience was seen as
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useful because it helped them achieve their ultimate goal of passing the course to
continue through the program.
Because the participants shared similar current and future goals--to pass the
course and eventually become teachers--they shared a common utility value. For all
participants, there was inherent utility in pursuing the elementary education degree that
included middle level endorsements. All participants were pursuing the degree to achieve
the ultimate goal of obtaining a teaching license for Grades K-8. Regardless of whether
or not the participants wanted to teach at the middle level, the middle level education
course was a required component of the elementary education degree program.
Therefore, again, the middle level course itself had utility value toward their longer-term
goals of becoming a teacher. In addition, the participants shared the belief that computers
should be used in teaching and learning, although to varying degrees. This belief
contributed to their overall feelings that the SL experience was useful.
The participants’ relative attainment values, however, were different. Kay, Sarah,
and Elizabeth wanted to teach middle school. While Sarah did not believe that her
interest in middle level education influenced her perception of the usefulness of SL, Kay
and Elizabeth indicated that their interest in middle level education influenced the
usefulness of the experience. For Sarah, other aspects of the experience such as the
supportive nature of the SL experiences and environment were more important. Kay and
Elizabeth both indicated a greater desire to do well in the middle level education course,
and a higher utility-value in the SL experience, given their specific interest in teaching
middle school, unlike Judi (e.g., “students [in early elementary] seem interested in
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learning.”), and Christine (e.g., “At that age [first or second grade] children normally
enjoy learning and being at school.”) who wanted to teach younger children.
Pedagogical Factors
The primary pedagogical factors contributing to perceived usefulness included:
(a) experiential learning and (b) simulated experiences and the opportunity for enactment.
Experiential Learning
All five participants considered it useful to actually be “in” the environment and
to experience the learning activities. Christine reported that “it was good to be a little
more hands-on with the material.” Judi said, “I can’t just talk about it…I have to
experience it…SL…allowed me to actually participate in the learning process.” Sarah
said, “I really think it helped. Just because you can visualize more in SL.” Kay, Sarah,
Elizabeth, Judi, and Christine reported that they felt that they could remember more from
the SL experiences than their traditional online courses. Kay explained this best:
I remembered it more because I could visually see it, and do it, and
participated in it…rather than just reading it on the PowerPoint and then
forgetting about it later. When you actually participate in the activity or
the lesson you seem to remember it more.
In other words, the participants believed that the experiential elements benefited their
learning, making the SL classes more useful than traditional online learning.
Certain class activities were seen as particularly useful within the context of
experiential learning. The role of experiential learning was most evident in the classroom
arrangement demonstration classrooms. All five participants felt that the opportunity to
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walk around in the different types of classrooms was useful. For example, Elizabeth said,
“Actually seeing the way the class needed to be set up made it easier to understand.”
They could walk around the simulated environment and experience it in a way not
otherwise possible. Kay, Christine, Sarah, and Judi also expressed this opinion.
Additionally, the Opinionator was seen as useful because of its experiential and
interactive nature. Four of the five participants felt it was useful to reflect on their beliefs
and to see and hear their peers’ perspectives, and three out of the five listed the
Opinionator as one of their favorite learning experiences. The activity was interactive, but
also allowed for social comparison that was somewhat missing in the traditional online
experience. The participants could express their opinions, but they could also clarify their
opinions through immediate discussion with less fear of misinterpretation. Also, they felt
it was useful because it allowed them to get formative feedback from me during the
discussion about the various issues we were discussing in real time.
Persistence of the learning environment, another SL affordance (Warburton,
2009), provided an opportunity to extend the experiential learning beyond the time of the
actual class sessions. Two of the five participants, Judi and Kay, reported that the
persistence of the SL environment was useful to their learning. Judi returned to review
materials for each class session. She liked to be in SL to re-experience the learning. Judi
in particular took advantage of returning to SL to review PowerPoints and to use various
features of the SL environments, such as the demonstration classrooms, after the class
sessions. Kay described the persistence of the SL environment as particularly useful to
review the stages of backwards design and to use some of the resources in the
environment such as the DOK wheel. The concept of backwards design is often
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unfamiliar to teacher participants. Through their apprenticeship of observation as students
they have not been privy to the planning phase of instructional design, just its delivery.
There is a great likelihood that they have assimilated what they have observed as
students, and this concept of backwards design causes a degree of cognitive dissonance.
Therefore, the opportunity for Kay to return to the SL environment where she first
learned this process was useful. For both Judi and Kay, the data seem to indicate that
going back to the SL environment helped them process and review the content.
However, most of the learning materials such as PowerPoint screens and even some of
the objects such as the DOK wheel were available through the traditional online learning
management system, which may account for the fact that the others did not feel the need
to return to SL to review the learning materials.
Simulated Experiences and the Opportunity for Enactment
The challenge of enactment is reported as one of three significant challenges in
teacher preparation (Hammerness et al., 2005; Kennedy-Clark, 2011; Kennedy, 1999).
The SL middle school simulation provided participants with the opportunity to simulate
the enactment of their learning. The assignment to create their 3D virtual classroom
allowed them to apply their learning in a way that would not be possible in a traditional
teacher preparation experience, either face-to-face, or online. As a result, the participants
found the simulated classroom activity useful. The experience impacted Kay and Judi the
most, though even Elizabeth, the only participant who did not complete a classroom
within SL, indicated that having the opportunity to be inside the classroom to visualize
what she would do was beneficial. In fact, she listed this experience as her favorite. Kay
liked that the virtual world provided real-world constraints on the assignment. She said,
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If I hadn't been in this class I would have drawn out on a piece of paper
the way my class would have looked. Being a part of this it was so much
more realistic and more of a learning experience. Getting to see first-hand
so to speak what the classroom would truly look like with the dimensions
and settings and the different obstacles you have to face such as windows
and doors and things. It let me really see how difficult it might be
sometimes when I get my own classroom and try to design it the way I
want.
Judi also felt she learned the most from this structures assignment. She explained it was a
“good learning experience because I was able to place items, rearrange items, and stand
in the room and decide if the arrangement would work.” The opportunity to be inside the
room, move around, and inspect the arrangement for effectiveness was beneficial.
Christine also felt ownership of the experience. She said,
…it kind of gave ownership to that room. Like this is my room, I got to set
it up the way it needs to be set up versus it kind of took your mind off of
OK, I got to get this done and turned into my teacher. It’s more of a, “This
is mine; I got to get it right.”
Judi, Kay, Sarah, and Christine agreed that they felt more like teachers in this process
than students completing an assignment. They began the difficult process of transition
from student to teacher through virtual enactment. The simulated experience provided
them with challenges and real world relevance to their learning. In the Mayrath et al.
(2010) framework, relevance is considered a key pedagogical component of effective SL
experiences.
294

Difficulties and Distractions
Despite overall positive SL experiences, all participants encountered various
difficulties and distractions which can be primarily categorized as logistical issues. These
challenges influenced their SL experiences and played a mitigating role in the otherwise
positive aspects of the experience. Distractions came from both inside and outside SL.
Internal logistical factors included: (a) the SL interface learning curve and usability and
(b) the open access nature of the environment. External to SL, real-world factors
included: (a) personal context and environment, (b) the loss of autonomy, and (c) the
need to remember scheduled meeting times. The following section reports these
challenges experienced by the participants. None felt that these challenges outweighed
the benefits, but they cannot be ignored as a part of the SL experience.
SL Difficulties and Distractions.
Within SL, the difficulties and distractions tended to fall into two categories: (a)
the SL interface learning curve and usability and (b) the open access nature of the
environment.
SL Interface Learning Curve and Usability
All five participants reported or displayed experiencing a degree of difficulty with
acquiring and/or using SL skills (see Tables 4.11 and 4.12). The SL interface has a
notoriously steep learning curve (e.g., Baker et al., 2009; Cheal, 2009; Vogel et al.,
2008). While Sarah and Elizabeth reported a relatively high ease of use in their postexperience surveys, they did report various challenges in interviews. The survey and
other data sources showed two primary categories of learning and usability challenges:
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(a) difficulty of learning and using SL and (b) a lack of control and flexibility of SL. Each
will be discussed below.
Difficulty of Learning and Using SL
The learning curve was reported as an issue for Judi and Christine (see Figure
4.11). Christine reported the most difficulty with the usability of SL on the postexperience survey. On each post-class survey, Judi also either disagreed or felt neutral
about the statement, “SL was very easy to operate.” Although Judi, Christine, and
Elizabeth believed that there was a significant learning curve, Judi was the only
participant who reported that the initial two hours of training did not feel sufficient to
prepare her to use SL in the structured class sessions. Generally, all of the participants
struggled initially with unpacking boxes in the first training and also with registering and
using the SLOODLE HUD in the second training, but the class sessions were overall less
complicated.

Table 4.11

Learning to Use SL

Sarah
Elizabeth
Learning to use SL was easy for me.
5
4
It was easy for me to become skillful at using SL. 5
4
1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree

Christine Judi
2
3
2
2

Kay
3
3

Kay, Sarah, and Elizabeth did not report significant problems learning how to use
the SL interface and proceeded through the training with relative ease; however, Kay still
did not find it easy to learn SL. Kay indicated the least overall interest in computers, and
had indicated spending the least amount of time per week using computers of all the
participants. This could have contributed to her perception of this challenge, but as one of
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the younger participants, she may have had more overall prior computer experience
which would possibly make her less anxious in using and learning SL. Sarah and
Elizabeth had both taken a large number of online courses resulting in extensive
computer use in their high education course experiences. Sarah’s comfort with computers
and her ability to learn how to do things on computers likely contributed to her not
reporting SL as difficult to learn. Also, she was the only participant who indicated she
had played any type of simulation or 3D type video game, which would have given her
some prior experience with such technology that other participants did not possess.
Control and Flexibility of SL
The participants reported varying degrees of difficulty interacting with the SL
environment and getting SL to do what they wanted it to do (see Table 4.12).
Specifically, the participants were challenged to do the following, to varying degrees: (a)
deal with audio technical issues, (b) manipulate objects (to complete their classroom
design), (c) maneuver in the environment, and (d) view objects and information.

Table 4.12

SL Usability
Sarah
5

Elizabeth
4

I found SL easy to use.
I found it was easy to get SL to do what I wanted
5
4
it to do.
I found SL to be flexible to interact with.
5
4
When experiencing SL, I feel in control.
5
4
1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree

Christine Judi
3
3

Kay
3

2

3

4

4
3

4
4

3
3

Audio technical issues were the most significant technical challenge that affected
participant experiences and mitigated some of the benefits of SL. The inconsistent
297

dependability of audio voice chat and challenges in hearing my voice were significant
concerns for all of the participants. Learning how to make adjustments to hear
appropriately in SL is something of a challenge, which was apparently not addressed
sufficiently during training. By default, audio in SL is somewhat like the real world.
Voice chat volume is dependent on how close the virtual camera view is from the avatar
speaking. Therefore, if you zoom in on an avatar, it is louder than if you zoom out. Also,
ambient noise, such as running water, birds chirping, or typing sounds can also interfere
with hearing voice chat. Ambient noise options can be adjusted in the audio preferences. I
realized later that, although I explained that zooming in to an avatar adjusts audio and
explained how to turn off local media (e.g., video with audio, music), I did not directly
work with the participants on using the audio preferences dialogue. As a result, the
participants periodically struggled to hear me while using SL. Kay also indicated she had
trouble hearing me in the library lecture. She was sitting at the back table farthest from
my avatar. It is likely that, because she could see the screen well enough, she did not
zoom in closer, which would have improved the audio. Judi also briefly encountered the
challenge of hearing me during the Opinionator activity. She was probably farther from
my avatar than normal and her audio was not set loud enough, given this condition. Sarah
also experienced this challenge briefly in the sky islands class. Many of these difficulties
could have been relatively easy to address, but the participants did not always share these
problems with me while teaching.
With a few minor exceptions, which were corrected by logging out and back in to
restore audio (e.g., Christine in the second half of her training; Elizabeth and Sarah in the
final class), the participants could all hear me throughout the experience. Some of the
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non-participant students had significant problems with the audio function working at all.
This necessitated me narrating myself in the text chat, which distracted somewhat with
the flow of my presentation. This occurred during several training sessions and at least
one class session per unit SL class. All five participants in this study experienced some
type of audio challenge at various times.
All the participants experienced minor challenges with ambient audio, especially
in the first training and/or in the backwards design class session. SL allows audio, or
videos with audio, to play automatically when an avatar is in a particular location. This
occurred during training and in the last class session and was experienced by all five
participants. The VA island training played loud music in certain parts of the interactive
tutorial. I had to explain to the participants how to mute this audio. This occurred again
with a brief video I had set up in the sky islands, though even I did not know where the
audio was coming from initially. This challenge influenced the experience in that we had
to deal with the technical issue and delayed class briefly; however, the situation was
quickly rectified and as a result was not discussed as an issue in interviews or surveys.
Another ambient audio challenge reported by one participant was the sound of typing. All
avatars make a typing noise when typing in the local chat communication window.
Elizabeth reported that this sound was distracting to her, but not until the semester was
over. She was able to deal with this degree of distraction, though had it been addressed,
could have made her experience even better.
The various audio issues negatively impacted the participants’ SL experiences.
Two of the five participants, Christine and Elizabeth, listed the lack of audio as their least
favorite aspects of the SL classes in their post-experience survey (e.g., Elizabeth, “Trying
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to hear when you were talking. Sometimes I couldn't hear or understand, because either
my audio wasn't working or I could only hear typing.”). During interviews, Sarah and
Judi also indicated their preference for the use of audio over communicating solely with
chat. Sarah said, “I prefer [audio] over chat any day.” Judi said, “I enjoyed the class more
when you were able to use the headset.” Though Kay was enthusiastic about audio, she
did not report issues with audio as a concern.
In summary, audio challenges affected the overall experience, but not to the
degree of negating the positive elements of SL. The participants had relatively minor
audio issues. The use of audio communication was a significant departure from the
participants’ traditional online learning experiences, and a component that the
participants felt was a primary factor in making the experience enjoyable, useful, and
supportive. It was also the reason that two of the five participants, Sarah and Christine,
agreed to participate.
All five participants found the advanced skills manipulating objects including
building and moving objects in SL difficult. I provided initial training in these advanced
skills; nevertheless, all the participants struggled with these skills to a certain degree.
With my support, the participants overcame the challenge of moving objects while they
arranged their classrooms. I had to provide in-time support for the participants to make
adjustments to their classroom designs. I told participants to let me know if they needed
assistance with this process. Elizabeth was the only participant unable to create a room in
SL. She did not ask for help, and without additional support, she became too frustrated to
persevere to the completion of her 3D classroom in SL. Rather, she ended up using the
2D website option given to all the participants. Without the additional in-time support,
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the participants would not have had enough training or skills to complete the assignment.
Even though this process was challenging, the four participants who completed the 3D
room felt it was very useful. Judi and Kay reported that it was their most beneficial
learning experience while in SL. Christine felt that the process was a significant
challenge, but she felt proud of herself for persisting in the experience and completing the
assignment. Therefore, though it was a challenge, it was worthwhile for those who
persisted to completion.
Learning how to maneuver was a challenge for all the participants, but to varying
degrees. Sarah and Kay maneuvered relatively easily and learned SL skills without
significant challenges. This was evident in the first class session, in which Sarah was
always the first to each new location in the virtual school. Kay also maneuvered from
room to room easily. Judi, by contrast, struggled a lot moving from class to class. It is
possible that Kay’s and Sarah’s computers and/or Internet access was superior to that of
their peers. This could be observed through their avatar movement. When Internet
connections are not robust, avatars move jerkily and often move beyond their intended
destination because of the “lag” experienced as a result of the lesser quality internet
access. Movement controls can be more of a challenge with lower level computers or
slower Internet access. Sarah’s experience playing the Tribal Wars video game might
have fostered her quick assimilation to the SL environment. The other three participants,
Judi, Elizabeth, and Christine, reported issues with maneuvering.
Maneuvering was a particular difficulty in the sky islands. Judi and Sarah both
fell off the sky islands and had to be teleported back to the group. Even though Sarah
normally maneuvered well in the environment, the sky islands design (floating islands
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connected by bridges) challenged her maneuvering skills. Elizabeth and Christine
attended the second session of the Unit 3 SL class, in which I had developed better
methods to support the participants in their maneuvering and to limit the negative impact
of this challenge. Judi’s challenges with maneuvering her avatar can also be seen in
Figure 4.47. When walking around the sky islands in the final interview, she stood on
top of the beanbag chair rather than being able to move around it. She also struggled
moving her avatar during training and from place to place throughout the experience.

Figure 4.47

Judi’s avatar atop a bean bag chair.

The inability of some of the non-participant students and participants to maneuver
effectively also negatively impacted the experience for two of the participants. Although
maneuvering was not a challenge for Sarah or Kay, the challenge others experienced
frustrated and distracted them. In interviews, both expressed their dislike for having to
wait for peers who were not as efficient as they were during the first class. In the Unit 3
class, Kay did not fall off the sky islands and she found it annoying that her peers did.
Kay and Sarah found the challenges of their peers distracting because they would have to
wait for the others to return and would interrupt the flow of the lesson.
302

Three out of the five participants reported difficulties with using the view features
in SL, even though these were addressed in the SL training. These difficulties distracted
them at times from paying attention and participating effectively. Sarah, Elizabeth and
Judi struggled with the view features, but to varying degrees. Judi had particular
difficulty in the first class session. I was able to observe this because she moved her
avatar close to the screen in order to see, when this is not necessary if you use the view
tools in SL. I did not observe Elizabeth’s challenges with the view feature until the last
class session. Like Judi in the first class session, Elizabeth moved her avatar very close to
the screen to help her read the text (see Figure 4.48). In the final interview, Elizabeth
indicated that she had finally figured out how to adjust the various view features after the
experience was over. She said that the view feature was actually very easy to use, but she
had not been able to figure it out until the end of the final class session. Sarah struggled a
little in the first class session (e.g., “I could see everything very clearly when I learned
the controls.”), but figured it out quickly, mitigating the extent to which this
compromised her experience. In her pre-experience survey, Sarah indicated a lack of
computer anxiety that likely contributed to her willingness to figure out the view feature.
However, Judi seemed to be less confident in her computer skills. On a couple of
occasions, Judi attributed her issues with SL to being “old,” equating that to being slower
to learn the various skills. However, being “old” likely played a very limited role in her
experience given that the challenges she had in SL were not uncommon with any age
group.
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Figure 4.48

Elizabeth’s avatar closest to the slide presenter.

In summary, although all participants experienced challenges as a result of their
ability to control SL, none felt that these problems were significant enough to outweigh
the benefits of the experience; rather, they were a limited distraction. It is likely that this
is due to the fact that the training and continuing support were sufficiently aligned with
the needs of the participants. All the teacher participants, with the exception of Judi (e.g.,
“The training was a bit overwhelming. I felt I needed more practice before actually
starting the class.”), felt that the training was beneficial and that they were relatively
prepared to participate in the class sessions. Additionally, needed technical support was
provided throughout, along with the monitoring of participant emotion. When technical
issues occurred, I would reassure the participants that they were to be expected. Given
this context, the participants were able to manage these technical difficulties.
SL Open-Access Environment
Though most challenges were limited to technical issues and the steep learning
curve, two of the five participants also encountered problems with the open-access nature
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of SL. When Judi and I were on VA Island for the first training, we encountered a very
rude avatar. I took the opportunity to explain to Judi what she could do when she
encountered such issues. Judi never mentioned this incident in interviews or surveys. Kay
indicated that, on occasion, she logged in to SL and was not at the middle school. As a
result, she saw or heard things that made her uncomfortable (e.g., “there would be other
people having conversations, and it was kind of like, oh my gosh.”) Despite her
discomfort, she did laugh about this in the interview. While she did not report
experiencing griefers or direct harassment, the fact that other people used the world for
non-educational purposes bothered her. The other participants did not report such
challenges. Though not a direct distraction, such negative experiences can negatively
distract from the positive learning experiences in SL.
Real-World Distractions and Constraints
Real-world distractions and constraints were primarily a function of the
participants’ being non-traditional students with significant demands on their time. The
participants’ personal contexts and learning environments resulted in distractions and
limitations in their ability to fully apply themselves to online learning.
Personal Context and Environment
Elizabeth, Sarah, Christine, and Kay all indicated that distractions influenced
them throughout the semester, as reported in interviews, observations, and in the postsurvey. Distractions included children waking up from sleep; children wandering into the
room where the participants were participating in the SL class; the participants having to
leave to use the bathroom, often due to pregnancy, and so forth. While these distractions
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were not unique to the SL experience, they did impact the SL experience. In fact, Sarah
explained during one interview that one of her children came in and wanted her. She said
if she had been doing her regular online coursework, rather than interacting with the
instructor, she would have postponed doing the work until a later time. The demands of
her life yielded a wide variety of distractions that made self-regulation a challenge. The
others, with the exception of Judi, struggled with this as well. However, the environment
was enjoyable and interesting, which supported the focusing of attention and a greater
ability to manage these distractions. Therefore, although these real-world distractions
were a component of the experience, the nature of the SL experience helped to focus their
attention on their learning more than when participating in their traditional online
experiences, as exemplified by Sarah’s statement that she maintained her focus on
learning, rather than giving it up and coming back to it later.
Loss of Autonomy
Beyond the distractions of using the SL interface for learning about middle level
education, four out of five of the online teacher participants had another challenge to
participation: specifically, a loss of autonomy. The schedule flexibility of a traditional
online course is one of its most significant benefits; this benefit is lost in the SL
synchronous experience. The more limited schedule flexibility was a minor issue for
Kay. Sarah also reported that it was a challenge to fit SL into her schedule, but it was
worth it. In a follow-up email, she explained, “I definitely enjoyed SL more than
[WebCT]. However, personal issues were sometimes hard to work around so that I could
get online at that right moment.” The fact that she missed the first half of the SL unit 1
class session exemplifies this difficulty. For the others, the necessity to adjust their
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learning times around their personal schedules and the length of the class sessions were
also challenges. Although the class sessions were the same length as in the face-to-face
class, for the online teacher participants, this was a more significant class time
commitment. For Elizabeth, this issue seemed to have the most importance. She
mentioned it in her post-survey response as to what she would tell others about the
experience. She indicated that sitting in the SL class for three hours was a cost that
required a commitment, but that the benefits of the experience outweighed the cost. She
could not stop working and go do something else, as she could in the traditional online
class, such as attend to her children, do laundry, and so forth. Judi said that she liked
having a “set time.” She did not describe it as a cost, but she realized that she would not
be able to use SL for all courses and classes, given her life circumstances and limited
ability to attend class at specified times. The SL experience was beneficial for Judi
because the number of SL sessions were limited. She was able to get the benefit of the
experience without a greater time commitment. In the post-experience survey, she
indicated that if SL had been required all semester, it would have been an excessive
burden with “everything else [she] had to do.”
Kay also indicated that SL limited the opportunity to control her own learning
experiences. She reported that sometimes she wanted to learn on her own, not at the
required times of the SL classes. She said she liked to “be able to do it [her] own way
sometimes too.” Therefore, not only did the lack of flexibility of the synchronous classes
limit her autonomy, but the SL classes as a whole had the potential to limit her autonomy
to structure her learning experiences. Clearly, she felt more assured of her ability as an
independent learner than some of her peers. She liked using SL and felt it was a positive
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experience, but this loss of autonomy limited the extent to which she would want to
participate in SL-based classes.
Remembering Scheduled Meetings.
Four of the five participants reported and/or demonstrated difficulty remembering
to be logged in to SL at appropriate times, despite text messages sent before the Unit 1
class and email reminders for each of the subsequent classes. Online classes often do not
require students to meet at set times, making it more of a challenge for the participants in
this study. Additionally, with other life responsibilities and distractions, they found this
challenging. Christine and Elizabeth both indicated that it was something of a challenge
to remember to attend class sessions. Christine and Kay both showed up to one of the
training sessions late. Sarah showed up an hour late to the first class session, despite a
text message reminder. The SL training session was relatively flexible and not on a
specific recurring schedule like the class sessions. The participants were not used to
needing to participate in synchronous meetings at a specific time. Given that they had so
many life distractions, the participants found this somewhat challenging. Also, the class
sessions occurred only three times throughout the semester, making it easier to forget that
they had to be somewhere, even virtually, at a specific time on a specific date. Given that
the participants were balancing their personal, professional and educational worlds, this
challenge was not surprising.
SL for Teacher Preparation
The various benefits and difficulties of the SL experience varied with regard to
scope, intensity, and frequency for each participant. For example, anonymity and
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disinhibition was only reported as a supportive aspect of the experience by Sarah and
Elizabeth. In this example, the scope and intensity was indistinguishable. The variations
in the experiences as a result of both the SL experience itself and the participants
personal contexts contributed to the participants’ varied beliefs about SL implementation
for middle level teacher education (see Figure 4.49).

Figure 4.49

Beliefs about SL implementation.

In reviewing the candidates’ experiences, I elicited participant thoughts about the
use of virtual worlds for teacher preparation to provide another way to determine how
they made sense out of their experiences. Although all five participants were enthusiastic
about the use of SL for middle level teacher preparation, they had varied opinions about
the degree to which SL should be implemented in the future. It seems that certain factors,
individual characteristics and contexts as well as aspects of the SL experience played a
role in the varied views the participants held about SL implementation for middle level
education in the future (see Table 4.13). The perspectives about the SL experience can
be defined as: value-added; technology added; and affordance added.
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Table 4.13

Factors Contributing to Beliefs about Implementation

Perspectives

Elizabeth and Sarah
Value-Added

Christine
Technology added

Judi and Kay
Affordance Added

Most Significant
Benefits

Help, help, and more help
and interaction

Technology exposure

Need affordances used;
taken advantage of;
enactment

Most Important
Affordances

Disinhibition

Audio; Interaction

Interaction; Creation and
doing things not possible
in real-world

Best Uses

Use SL as much as possible Help share new learning
experiences and
technology

Online Learning
History

Almost all coursework for
undergraduate work online.

Challenge me; Take
advantage of affordances

Second semester of online Second semester of online
experiences
experiences

Though all five candidates supported the use of SL for teacher preparation,
Elizabeth and Sarah were the most enthusiastic, viewing SL as value-added. Both
advocated for SL to be used extensively in the middle level teacher preparation course
and even in other courses within the online program. Sarah and Elizabeth held the valueadded perspective where they felt that SL was value-added in many ways, to the extent
that is was better than traditional online learning, and almost, if not better than face-toface learning. For these two participants, the supportive nature of the experience played
the largest role in their positive experiences. While engagement and the usefulness of the
experience were also important, it really came down to the greater supports they
perceived in comparison to their online learning history. Elizabeth was even more
effusive, believing that all classes should offer SL experiences, because it gives teacher
candidates an opportunity to be in a real classroom and receive support and feedback.
Elizabeth felt that, in her traditional online courses, she was missing out on the learning
experiences and feedback experienced in the face-to-face courses. She felt that those
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experiences were available in SL. Sarah said, “I think it is a great idea. It gives us as
students the opportunity to experience different ways of learning as well as teaching.”
She said, “I really would have enjoyed to have done it the entire semester.” In both cases,
they felt the experience was more supportive, engaging, and useful. For these two
participants, the affordance of anonymity supported a positive disinhibition that allowed
them to better partake in their own learning.
For Sarah and Elizabeth, several aspects of their experience and their learner
characteristics contributed to this perspective. First, both Sarah and Elizabeth felt the
support experienced was of utmost importance. They were able to seek and receive help
while in the process of learning, rather than after the fact. Also, the SL environment
reduced their stress through providing for disinhibition, and creating a structured
environment for their learning and the completion of some assignments. Disinhibition
allowed them to more fully participate in their own learning, and they did not feel the
stress related to perceived peer judgment. Both Sarah and Elizabeth had taken almost all
of their undergraduate courses online. Neither liked face-to-face classes, feeling that faceto-face classes were too stressful and uncomfortable. They did not like having to be in
front of peers and really benefited from the anonymity of the SL experience and being
able to more actively participate in their learning. The support, both emotional and
intellectual created a positive learning environment that influenced their desire for full
implementation of SL. It is also likely that their long experience with traditional online
learning experiences made the SL experience particularly beneficial by comparison.
Christine believed that SL could be implemented full-time or part-time, seeing SL
as a technology-added experience. For Christine, the usefulness of the experience played
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the most significant role in her experience, along with the interactive aspects of the
experience that added to engagement. She felt that the benefits of the experience,
including “being able to see and hear the PowerPoints and things like that, like you were
actually in a classroom presentation,” would have made it worthwhile to participate in the
experience for the entire semester, but tended to more fully support part-time
implementation. Christine was less enthusiastic about it than Sarah and Elizabeth. She
believed the SL experience was beneficial to receive exposure to emerging technology to
reduce the fear of using it in her future teaching, but not necessarily demanding it to be
used fully. She tended to focus on the opportunity to experience new forms of technology
that may help her in the future (e.g., “I think it was good to be able to get the exposure to
it. It was another way of seeing what was out there and kind of help relinquish some of
that fear because if I would have just stumbled across it then I probably would have been
less likely to try it.”). Unlike Sarah and Elizabeth, Christine did not feel uncomfortable in
face-to-face classes, nor had she taken the same number of online classes prior to this
experience. This along with her desire for technology exposure in addition to the
interactive nature of the experience played a significant role in her belief about SL
implementation.
For both Kay and Judi, the part-time SL experience was preferred, seeing SL
benefits primarily as affordance added. They more valued those experiences that took
advantage of the affordances of SL, such as the ability to create their 3D classroom. The
engagement and the usefulness of the experience were more significant for Kay and Judi
than the supportiveness of the experience. They both felt like they learned more from the
SL experience because it was more interactive. However, they felt they received the most
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benefit from the experience when the affordances of the environment were leveraged the
most. Kay believed that the inability to use audio all of the time, and the implementation
of the SL lessons (e.g., use of lecture) limited some of the benefits of the experience.
Both Judi and Kay indicated in the final survey and in interviews the building the
classroom in SL was a significant learning experience. As something they could not have
done in the real-world, the experience was particularly appreciated, much like the
opportunity to explore the various SL demonstration classrooms. They saw the most
benefit from SL when the affordances of the virtual world were leveraged. Both Judi and
Kay seemed to have a stronger sense of efficacy to learn on a more independent basis,
without the feedback and interaction provided within the context of the virtual world.
While the feedback and interaction were perceived as beneficial, they were not viewed as
important as they were for Sarah and Elizabeth.
While Judi and Kay felt that the part-time experience was positive, they also
could not have done it for the entire semester due to the time commitment and logistical
concerns, or were unwilling to in its current implementation. For Kay and Judi, their
personal life constraints, and the very reason that they were in an online program limited
the usefulness of the SL experience to part-time implementation. Kay and Judi were new
to online learning and while SL was beneficial, they did not feel that their life constraints
could be overcome for a more full-time implementation.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The case reports presented in Chapter 4 provide a detailed and contextualized
overview of each participant’s middle level teacher preparation SL experience. The
individual narratives were followed by a comparison of these experiences. The present
chapter explores the relations between the findings of this study and the related literature.
This chapter presents the following: (a) discussion, (b) conclusions, (c) limitations, and
(d) implications.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of teacher candidates
using virtual worlds for middle level teacher preparation and the factors that contributed
to those experiences. The two guiding research questions were:
1. How do fully online teacher candidates describe and make sense of their
middle level teacher preparation SL learning experiences?
2. What factors influenced these SL virtual world experiences?
The individual cases described in Chapter 4 reveal a detailed, contextualized
representation of the participants’ individual SL experiences. It was found that
participants used preexisting schema (Coburn, 2005) about face-to-face and traditional
online learning to make sense of their SL experiences. Through the cross-case analysis
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the data revealed that while all participants believed that the middle level SL experience
was positive in multiple capacities, they varied on the degree to which they felt this way,
the factors that influenced their experiences, and the degree to which they felt that SL
should be implemented in the future as a result. The following assertions represent the
major findings of my study:
•

SL was a more supportive learning environment than the participants’
traditional online-learning experiences.

•

The SL learning experiences were more engaging than their traditional onlinelearning experiences.

•

SL learning experiences were more useful for learning about middle level
education than their traditional online-learning experiences.

•

Although SL is a positive environment overall for learning about middle level
education, difficulties and distractions were present both externally (e.g.,
children, family) and within SL (e.g., logistical issues, such as technical
challenges, etc.).

The Mayrath et al. (2010) framework of contextual, pedagogical, and logistical factors
was used to examine and categorize the factors that contributed to participants’ SL
experiences. The primary factors contributing to each major assertion are summarized in
this framework and presented in Table 5.1. The nature of the experiences and the various
contributing factors then help to explain participant beliefs about the implementation of
SL for middle level teacher preparation.
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Table 5.1

Supportive

Contextual, Pedagogical, and Logistical Factors Contributing to the SL
Experiences
Contextual
• goal coordination
• time management

Engaging

• learner
characteristics
• class duration,
timing, and
frequency

Useful

• online learning
history
• goals & interest in
MLE

Pedagogical
Logistical
See Difficulties and Distractions
• greater co-presence
• additional scaffolding and
feedback
• opportunities for help-seeking
• anonymity and disinhibition
• visual and interesting learning See Difficulties and Distractions;
environments
• varied interactive learning
experiences
• experiential learning
• simulated experiences and
opportunity for enactment

Difficulties
and
Distractions
(Technical,
personal, and
logistical
issues)

See Difficulties and Distractions

Internal
• learning curve and usability
• ease of learning and use
• control and flexibility
• open access nature of the
environment
External
• personal context and
environment
• loss of autonomy
• need to remember scheduled
meeting times

SL is More Supportive
The participants found SL environment more supportive than the traditional
online-learning experiences. The SL experience helped to mitigate challenges of online
learning reported by the participants, such as immediacy of feedback, opportunity to
seek-help, and greater co-presence. For the participants, all these benefits of the SL
experience made it feel easier to for them to learn about middle level education. Both
contextual and pedagogical factors contributed to the participants’ experiences and their
perception that SL was more supportive than their traditional online learning experiences.
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Contextual factors contributing to the feeling of being more supported in SL than
in traditional online learning consisted of support with goal coordination and time
management. Given that the participants were non-traditional learners, they had to
balance their multiple roles. Therefore, they had to coordinate multiple goals of being a
successful mother, wife, student, and in some cases, employee. McCaslin and Hickey
(2009) argue co-regulation focuses on the “relationship with and among individuals,
objects, and settings,” and the fact that students have to coordinate “multiple social
worlds, expectations, and goals” (pp. 227-229). Online learners have reported heavy
demands on managing time, workload (Norton & Hathaway, 2004), and self-regulation
(Bol & Garner, 2011). Having a scheduled time whereby the participants had to attend to
their coursework, and manage distractions emanating from their personal contexts, helped
them feel more supported in learning through the SL experience. The participants were
accountable for setting aside the time to participate in the SL class sessions through this
experience, which also supported students through diminishing procrastination with their
class work. Additionally, it better ensured that the participants interacted with assigned
content, thereby supporting the students. The participants could complete some of their
assignments while in SL, and had to focus on their major projects outside of it. They
believed that this contributed to it seeming “easier” to learn and meet course demands in
SL than in the tradition online learning environment.
The pedagogical affordances of the SL environment identified as supportive
included greater co-presence, additional scaffolding and feedback, opportunities for helpseeking, and anonymity and disinhibition. Learning online has been reported to be
isolating (Lebec & Luft, 2007; Lee & Chan, 2007). Williams (2002) found that one of
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three barriers to effective implementation of online learning was the lack of accessibility
and responsiveness of the instructor. SL allowed for higher levels of instructor
immediacy which increased the degree of support the participants perceived. Greater copresence afforded by synchronicity and embodiment in SL, helped to mitigate the
isolation and loneliness felt by the participants in the traditional online learning
experiences. The participants felt that I was more real to them in the SL environment than
instructors in traditional online learning. A second barrier found by Williams was the
failure to foster “a participatory online learning environment” (p. 141). The affordances
of the SL environment supported greater interaction between the participants and the
instructor, as well as greater interaction among the participants. The participants also felt
that their peers were more real in SL. Greater presence has shown to support online
learning satisfaction (Baker et al., 2009; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Huang et al., 2010;
Persky et al., 2009) as was found in this study. Though peer presence was important to
creating a more supportive environment, this study supports Zhang’s (2008) findings that
while student-student interaction is important in a virtual world, teacher-student
interaction was more important.
The participants also felt supported by the additional scaffolding and feedback as
well as the opportunities for help-seeking. These supportive features of the SL
experience were afforded by the synchronicity of the environment, co-presence, and the
opportunity to create interactive learning experiences. They felt that as a result of these
scaffolds and supportive features, they were able to accomplish tasks more quickly and
increase their productivity, thereby making it easier to learn the course content.

318

For two of the five participants, anonymity and disinhibition afforded by SL was
particularly important to creating a supportive learning environment. Elizabeth and Sarah
benefited from benign disinhibition (Suler, 2004) as a result of the pseudo-anonymity
afforded by the use of avatars in the 3D virtual environment (Chester, 2006). Both
reported being very uncomfortable participating in face-to-face classes for fear of peers
and the teacher looking at them and judging them. Being more anonymous supported
their ability to more actively participate in their learning. The other three participants did
not experience this benefit and this is an area where future research may be beneficial.
The role of anonymity in learning in virtual worlds has the potential to benefit a
particular population. It is possible, that using virtual worlds could provide for a more
relaxed learning environment that could support learning better than traditional online or
even face-to-face learning environments.
SL is More Engaging
The participants found the SL experiences more engaging than their traditional
online learning experiences, which provides evidence for Dalgarno and Lee’s (2010) and
Baker et al.’s (2009) assertions that SL can afford greater engagement. Engagement is
associated with enthusiasm, interest, and enjoyment (Marzano & Pickering, 2011).
Participant engagement emerged in the findings as a sensation of enjoyment, and “not
being bored” in comparison to their regular online learning experiences. The participants
also indicated that at times, they experienced a sense of time distortion whereby they lost
track of time while in SL, indicating engagement and a degree of flow. What is
somewhat interesting is that for the most part, four out of the five participants did not
believe that they achieved flow in SL. Flow has been found to be an important aspect of
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engagement in SL (Cooper, 2010), yet while they were immersed to a certain degree,
engagement did not require flow or high levels of immersion in the virtual world. While
flow can bring great benefits, its importance to the engagement of the SL environment
might be overstated in the literature. This study found that while the participants
experienced a degree of immersion, they could not achieve flow as a result of distractions
in their real world, yet still found SL to be very engaging.
Both contextual and pedagogical factors contributed to the participants’
experiences of engagement. Contextual factors included learner characteristics and class
duration, timing and frequency of class sessions. Online learning history and interest in
both middle school and the SL technology played a role in participant engagement. The
two participants with the most extensive online learning history found the experience to
be particularly engaging, but all found the experience to be more engaging than their
prior traditional online learning experiences.
Individual and situational interest (Schiefele, 2009) influenced the participants’
engagement. Three of the five participants were interested in teaching at the middle level,
and two of those indicated that their individual intrinsic interest in middle level education
helped to keep them engaged and interested in the SL experience. Also, all five
participants indicated situational interest in the SL program as part of their initial decision
to participate. This triggered situational interest in the experience itself which helped
their engagement in the process as well. While individual interest is more stable,
situational interest has to be maintained (Schiefele, 2009). Maintenance of interest was
supported through the visual and interesting learning environments, as well as varied and
interactive learning experiences, that the participants found to be supportive and useful.
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Pedagogical factors included the visual and interesting learning environments as
well as the varied interactive learning experiences. The visual and varied nature of the SL
experience through the three different class environments also supported engagement.
The novelty of the environments helped to maintain and support participant engagement.
Novelty was maintained by the limited number of class sessions. Maintaining the novelty
over the course of an entire semester might be more challenging, though not necessarily
impossible given the opportunity to alter the environment in an almost unlimited way.
The first class began with a more traditional learning environment, the virtual school,
while each progressive environment was a little more relaxed and fantastical. Providing
for both varied learning environments as well as using varied instructional activities also
helped to promote engagement. The SL classes provided interaction, both interpersonal
and environmental, which supported engagement, with the Opinionator activity being
reported as particularly engaging. This type of activity exemplifies the types of learning
activities that students find engaging in SL. It afforded movement and interaction. All
five participants enjoyed the opportunity for interaction with me, their peers, and the SL
environment which has also been reported as a benefit of virtual worlds in the literature
(Baker et al., 2009; Kapp & O'Driscoll, 2010; Lawless-Reljic, 2010).
While the participants were generally engaged there were some exceptions.
Specifically, each class had direct instruction segments that were not as enjoyable. This
was especially true when this was done in the most realistic environment, the library.
Two of the participants indicated that this part of the experience was too much like faceto-face class and it was therefore their least enjoyable part of the SL experience. While
the participants may have preferred face-to-face classes generally, they felt that the SL
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environment should leverage its potential. The participants expected more from the SL
learning environment than that of the face-to-face experience. Sarah also mentioned that
if were in one location for too long without significant interpersonal and environmental
interaction, her engagement waned. They wanted the affordances of SL to be
appropriately leveraged as Mayrath et al. (2010) also found. The affordances of SL were
not taken advantage of to the extent possible due to constraints on implementation,
specifically maintaining fidelity with the online course, including addressing that weeks
lesson requirements with limited alteration. This was an accepted instructional design
flaw that limited the teaching and learning experience.
SL Experiences Were Useful for Learning about Middle Level Education
The SL experience was also perceived as useful by all five participants, as
reported in the post-experience survey and in interviews. Although they found that SL
was useful for learning about middle level education, it did not completely negate the
usefulness of the traditional online learning environment. The participants believed that
they learned more in SL than in the traditional online learning environment, but that was
a matter of degree, rather than indicating that the traditional online learning experience
was not useful. This is especially true given the non-traditional status of the participants.
Traditional online learning was essential for them to achieve their goals of degree
completion and licensure attainment. However, they did believe that SL was more useful
for learning the content as well as the nuances of teaching through discussion and
interaction.
The usefulness of the experience was affirmed by the participants’ support of
using SL for middle level teacher preparation in the future. Although all five participants
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found the experience useful, there were variations with regard to the relative usefulness
of the various learning experiences in SL. Of the five participants, two (Sarah and
Elizabeth) were effusive in their belief that participating in the SL experience
significantly contributed to their success in the course.
Two contextual factors contributed to the participants’ belief that the SL
experience was useful for learning about middle level education: online learning history
and goals and interest in middle level education. First, all five participants were enrolled
in online learning not because it was their preference, but because their personal lives
dictated that they could not attend the program face-to-face (E. I. Allen & Seaman, 2006).
Supporting Yucha and Princen’s (2000) findings that students sometimes feel that they
can learn more face-to-face than online, the participants believed face-to-face learning
would better support their learning to be a teacher than traditional online learning. For
these participants, SL provided them with as close to a face-to-face experience online as
they could possibly achieve, which again was their preference, to the extent that Christine
spoke to me at the end of one class session to find out about relocating to finish the
program face-to-face. This contradicts findings by M. Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, and
Mabry (2002) in their meta-analysis of distance learning research that found students
were generally as satisfied with the quality of distance education and only a slight
preference for face-to-face learning over that of distance education. It is possible that the
nature of teacher preparation is somewhat different from other online or distance
coursework. There are two aspects of teacher preparation that may help to explain this
contradiction. First, not only do teacher candidates have to have certain knowledge, they
have to also know “why and how” (Hammerness et al., 2005, p. 359). Second, according
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to Hammerness et al., (2005) “teacher preparation involves ‘the problem of complexity’”
(p. 359). In both instances, the teacher candidates not only have to acquire knowledge
and skills, but know when and how to implement them. Preparing teacher candidates in a
traditional online environment to be able to know when and how to implement
knowledge and skill is challenging given that the nuance and dispositions of teaching are
hard to share asynchronously.
The participants’ goals and interest in middle level education also played a role in
their perception of the SL experience as useful. The participants were extrinsically
motivated to successfully complete the course by their desire to reach their goal of
completing the undergraduate degree and earning their teaching license which supported
their belief that the SL experience was useful. They shared a degree of innate utilityvalue for the course which transferred to the SL experience. Three of the five specifically
wanted to teach middle school, thereby increasing their interest in the SL classes as well
as the perception that the classes were useful. Despite this, one reported that she did not
believe her interest in teaching middle school influenced her perception that the SL
experience was useful, but rather that other factors were more important to this belief.
The primary pedagogical factors contributing to perceived usefulness included:
experiential learning; and simulated experiences and the opportunity for enactment. The
opportunity to be embodied within the learning environment (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010),
and co-present with peers and the instructor made the SL experience useful for the
participants. Their ability to learn while situated (Mathews, Andrews, & Luck, 2012) in
the SL environment supported their learning (Goel, 2009). This is best exemplified by the
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participants’ unanimous position that they found the class demonstration rooms and
Opinionator activities useful for their learning.
The opportunity for the participants to experience learning in a simulated
environment afforded them the opportunity to not only experience learning, but to enact
the learning through the creation of their own virtual classroom. The challenge of
enactment is reported as one of three significant challenges in teacher preparation
(Hammerness et al., 2005; Kennedy-Clark, 2011; Kennedy, 1999). The participants
appreciated the opportunity to demonstrate their learning in such a way that helped them
transition from the role of student towards that of a teacher. The simulated experience
provided them with challenges and real world relevance to their learning that would not
have been easily done in the real world which is considered a key pedagogical component
of the Mayrath et al. (2010) framework and is considered to be an important affordance
of virtual world technology (Dalgarno & Lee, 2010; Dickey, 2003, 2005; Warburton,
2009).
Difficulties and Distractions
Despite the overall benefits of the SL experiences, the participants described
certain costs of participation. The costs of participation emerged from two primary
issues: technical difficulties and distractions and other logistical issues. The participants
encountered the well-reported steep learning curve and challenges of using the interface
(e.g., Baker et al., 2009; Cheal, 2009; Vogel et al., 2008). Although the participants
varied with the degree to which learning to use SL felt challenging, all five experienced
difficulties with using SL (e.g., hearing audio, being able to see, maneuvering) resulting
in distraction from the learning experience.
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Four of the five participants also reported feeling a certain loss of autonomy.
They realized that in participating in the SL experience, they lost the flexibility of
traditional online learning. The participants were all enrolled in the online program
because their personal life context did not allow for them to participate in the face-to-face
program. Therefore, having to be online at a given time, for a three-hour time period was
sometimes a challenge to this autonomy and flexibility. This learner autonomy and
flexibility have been reported as advantages of online learning both by the participants in
this study and in the literature (Artino, 2010; Olson & Werhan, 2005).
The participants also reported that remembering scheduled meeting times was a
challenge. Given that they were enrolled in traditional online courses, they were not used
to having to be engaged in their learning on specific days, at specific times. They were
used to participating in their learning in a more flexible manner. Though the participants
struggled with the need to remember scheduled meeting times, this was again mitigated
to a degree through my actions. I sent out at least two emails prior to each class session as
a reminder, along with the class agenda. I also texted the participants (I had created a
text group in my cell phone) 30 minutes before each class began.
The participants also experienced certain difficulties as a result of their personal
context. As non-traditional students, with families, jobs, and other life demands, the
participants struggled with balancing their multiple life roles (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). The
participants struggled with their personal context and environment, managing the
distractions in the real world while participating in the virtual one. This prevented them
from achieving full immersion in the virtual world. While these distractions are not
unique to SL, but rather a staple of the learning experience for non-traditional learners,
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these distractions were still part of the SL experience. However, the engaging, supportive,
and useful nature of the SL experience actually helped the participants manage their
personal distractions better than when learning more independently as part of their
traditional online learning experience. The participants indicated a greater willingness
and capability to maintain focus on their learning while in SL than if they were studying
independently. The group accountability of continuing participation in the class
prevented the participants from giving in to their other life responsibilities.
These distractions were also mitigated likely because of the participants’ ability to
achieve bilocation. While the participants could not always fully immerse themselves in
the SL experience, they were able to achieve presence in both the real and virtual worlds.
Wissmath, Weibel, Schmutz, and Mast (2011) performed a study whereby participants
were asked rate their degree of presence in the real world and in the virtual world while
experiencing a simulated roller coaster ride. They found that participants were able to
distribute their sense of presence over two separate places at one time. Therefore, though
increased immersion has shown to increase satisfaction in virtual worlds (Di Blas &
Poggi, 2007; Huang et al., 2010; Persky et al., 2009) and is seen as an affordance of the
SL technology, full immersion in the environment to the extent of flow was not necessary
for the participants to experience the benefits of the experiential and contextual learning
experiences.
The participants’ real world distractions were also mitigated by the nature of the
SL experience. The distractions that these non-traditional online learners experienced
were not ones that existed only within the confines of SL, but rather during any attempts
at focusing on their learning (Kowalski, 1984; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Walsh et al., 2005;
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Werth, 2011). Four of the five participants indicated that they dealt with distractions
during the course of the semester, and although they experienced some of these during
SL class, the structure of the SL experience, including its engaging qualities and the
belief that the experience was beneficial, helped them to maintain their focus during the
class sessions and contributed to the more supportive and useful aspects of the SL
experience.
Beliefs about SL Implementation
All participants indicated SL was a positive learning experience and that the value
of the experience outweighed the costs. The participants described their experiences as
more supportive, engaging, and useful than their traditional online learning experiences.
As a result, the participants supported the use of SL for middle level teacher preparation,
though to varying degrees. Task value is often used as a predictor of academic choices
such as course plans, enrollment decisions (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Artino (2010) also
found that task-value related positively to satisfaction for online learners. Therefore task
value seems to provide a useful framework to help explain why the participants
experience in SL was a positive one and why they supported its future implementation.
Eccles and Wigfield (2002) delineate four components of task-value that are all pertinent
to this study: attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value, and cost. Although the
participants valued various aspects of the SL experience differently, they value of the
experience outweighed the cost.
The candidates generally shared a similar absolute attainment value with regard to
the SL experience. Students must earn a minimum of a C letter grade in all professional
course work. Therefore, a minimum attainment value was shared. They wanted to do well
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in the middle level education course, or at least well enough to pass the course and to
continue on in the licensure granting program. However, their relative attainment value
was different. Kay, Sarah, and Elizabeth wanted to teach middle school, unlike Judi, and
Christine. As a result, Kay and Elizabeth both indicated a greater desire to do well in the
middle level education course given their specific interest in teaching middle school.
Unlike Kay and Elizabeth though, Sarah did not believe that her interest in middle level
education influenced her desire to do well in the course.
Intrinsic value played a particularly significant role in the SL experience for all
the participants, as indicated by the high level of engagement reported. However, the
nature of the intrinsic value came forth through various channels depending on the
participant. Three areas of intrinsic value were of particular note: (a) enjoyment of
activities/learning experiences, (b) subjective interest in middle level education and
technology, and (c) flow, though this was not achieved to a high degree as previously
discussed. All participants reported enjoying the SL experience, being interested in the
course content and/or the technology of SL, and a degree of being present and immersed
in the SL environment.
Given that the candidates generally shared similar current and future goals, a
common utility value was held by all participants. For all candidates, there was inherent
utility in pursuing the elementary education degree. All candidates were pursuing the
degree to achieve the ultimate goal of teaching Grades K-8. Whether or not the
candidates wanted to teach at the middle level, the middle level education course was a
required component of the degree program. Through an embodied experience, the
participants were able to situate their learning within a social and physical context
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(Putnam & Borko, 2000), albeit a simulated one to achieve these goals. The SL
experience supported what some have termed the death of distance (Kapp & O'Driscoll,
2010). SL was an environment within which to situate cognition, through both discourse
and environmental simulation in a more successful way than their traditional online
learning experiences. Therefore, again, the middle level course itself had utility value to
achieve their longer term goals of becoming a teacher.
Finally, the cost of participation was one recognized by the participants.
Participant costs included the distractions and difficulties experiences. Though the
participants acknowledged the various costs, they were able to cope with them, and the
costs were therefore mitigated by the supportive, engaging, and useful nature of the SL
experience.
Given that the experience resulted in a positive perception of the SL experience,
the participants agreed that it would be beneficial to continue using SL for online
learning. Although the participants agreed that implementing SL for middle level
education part-time would be beneficial, two participants (Sarah and Elizabeth) believed
that implementing SL on a full-time basis and possibly expanding it to their other courses
would be ideal. However, the other three participants believed that part-time use would
be better given life demands, as well as because of their varied beliefs about the best uses
of SL , about the most significant benefits (e.g., support vs. opportunities for enactment,
etc.), and the affordances that made the most difference in their learning experience (e.g.,
anonymity, audio, etc.), as well as differences in the participants’ online learning history.
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Factors in Context
Although there was not complete agreement with regard to the importance of each
factor in the experience for each participant, the various factors interacted in such a way
for each participant to result in the positive experience. This indicates that the participants
valued different aspects of the experience to different degrees, but still found
overwhelming value in the SL experience. Each participant attended to certain factors in
the experience more than others. The positive experiences also mitigated the participants
distractions and difficulties for the most part, to the point that most indicated that while
they felt that there were issues in using and learning how to use SL, they were not
significant, or fully detrimental. Had the experience not been as supportive, engaging, or
useful, it is possible that the technology difficulties may have been much more
problematic.
It is arguable that engagement was the most significant factor in the participants’
experiences as it undergirded the other factors and helped to mitigate some of the
difficulties and distractions experienced. For example, engagement helped the
participants overcome some of the real world distractions, which were particularly
challenging in their traditional online learning environment. Through creating an
engaging learning environment, the participants were able to more easily maintain their
focus and not let distractions get in their way.
While all five participants found SL to be supportive, the degree to which this was
important for the participants varied, and varied even more when looking at the
individual factors contributing to the SL experiences. For example, while all participants
found that greater co-presence, additional scaffolding, and so forth were important, only
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Sarah and Elizabeth found anonymity and disinhibition to be significant in the
experience. This was a very important part of their individual experiences, while it was
not important for Christine, Kay, or Judi.
Again, the useful nature of the experience contributed to the overall experience,
but was attended to in varying degrees. While the usefulness of the experience was
important for Sarah and Elizabeth, usefulness was especially important for Christine,
Judi, and Kay. Christine found the experience useful especially for preparing her to work
with emerging technology, whereas Judi and Kay found the opportunities for applying
their learning to be particularly useful.
The supporting, engaging, and useful aspects of the experience also helped to
mitigate almost all the internal difficulties and distractions. While the difficulties and
distractions were part of the experience, the participants all downplayed technical issues
in interviews and surveys. The SL challenges were present, but did not significantly
detract from the positive aspects of the experience. However, participation in SL, and
beliefs about its use in the future were greatly influenced by external issues, such as the
loss of autonomy that came with agreeing to participate in class on a given day at a given
time.
Conclusion
The present study extends previous research in the field in several important
ways. First, research on the use of SL for preparing teacher candidates has been limited to
those in technology education courses, not general teacher education courses (in this case
middle level methods courses). This study found that preparing teacher candidates in SL
has the potential to provide an effective online learning environment for middle level
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teacher preparation, as long as the values outweigh the costs. All the teacher participants
felt that learning in SL was “easier” and more beneficial than learning in their traditional
online learning experiences. The oft reported challenges of using SL were overcome by
the beneficial experiences, especially when compared to the participants’ traditional
online history. As a result, the participants were supportive of implementing SL at least
part-time for middle level teacher preparation. The participants agreed that learning in
SL was more beneficial than their prior traditional online learning experiences.
Second, the findings provide empirical support for various theoretical assertions
about the affordances of SL for teaching and learning, in the context of middle level
teacher preparation. Although much literature points to potential affordances of SL for
teaching and learning (Baker et al., 2009; Dalgarno & Lee, 2010) and evidence of such
affordances in other contexts (e.g., Christian, 2010; Cooper, 2010; Dalgarno, Bishop,
Adlong, & Bedgood, 2009; Falloon, 2010), the data indicates that using SL with teacher
candidates in a middle level methods course (as opposed to a technology integration
course (e.g., Bronack et al., 2008; Inman, 2010) is beneficial.
Third, examining the factors that contributed to the participants’ positive SL
experiences for middle level teacher preparation may help provide design parameters to
support middle level teacher preparation in virtual worlds. While the participants
generally shared common beliefs about their experiences, and certain factors were
determined to be important to shaping those experiences, SL was not the same for every
participant. SL was able to meet various participant needs and interests, whether it was
related to the middle level content, the technology itself, or the affordances of the SL
experience. Clearly, leveraging the affordances of SL for instruction was important to
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the participants and was identified as a key factor in creating a more supportive,
engaging, and useful experience. Limited research exists regarding effective instructional
strategies used within SL (Mayrath, Traphagan, Heikes, & Trivedi, 2011). However, this
study found that instructional activities that take advantage of the opportunity for
experiencing multiple environments over time, providing for movement within the
environments (e.g., Sky Islands, Opinionator), allowing for significant interaction
between the teacher and students and among the students (e.g., the Opinionator) provide
the most benefit.
Fourth, implementation and use of SL for online students needs to be done with
the student context in mind, especially with regard to limitations of time and flexibility.
Part-time implementation would likely be acceptable for many, given the reported
experiences in this study. It is likely that although students may be reticent to participate,
based on the findings of this study, they would find the SL experience beneficial. This
would especially be true to supplement learning with more active learning experiences
that allowed for applied learning and opportunities for enactment.
Finally, the difficulties and distractions experienced by the participants in the SL
experience need attention to create an optimal learning experience for virtual world
students. Though it is unlikely that the distractions experienced as a result of the personal
context of the non-traditional students can be significantly decreased, it would be
possible to better train the participants, especially with regard to the use of audio and
view features, to minimize those distractions and difficulties experienced by the
participants within the SL environment. Though many studies report issues with the steep
learning curve, this study extends previous research in this area, by suggesting that two
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aspects of training are especially important: first the use of audio, and second the use of
the view features. For example, Vogel et al.’s (2008) discussion of perceived ease of use
indicated that SL was not easy to use, but reasons for this were not addressed, except for
the participants’ lack of familiarity with SL, the technological requirements of SL, and
the interface’s lack of intuitiveness. Wang and Braman (2009) also indicated that
participants found the learning curve to be particularly problematic, but without
addressing the specific issues that contribute to difficulties of using SL.
Limitations
As with all research, findings were limited in certain ways. This case study only
examined the implementation of three 3-hour lessons within a 13 week semester course,
covering one lesson per unit of study. The implementation of SL in the middle level
course was limited by the university in order to mitigate any potential negative impact of
the experience on student learning. The use of virtual worlds was new at the university
and therefore, not widely accepted at the point of implementation. Therefore, I was not
given the opportunity to extend the SL learning experiences beyond the three selfcontained class sessions. Therefore, this study occurred within a more blended,
traditional online and SL, learning experience.
In addition, only the experiences of five fully online female teacher candidates
were taken into consideration, and the total number of students in each online class
session did not exceed eight students. Therefore, the nature of the SL experience in the
context of larger class sizes cannot be fully addressed. Generally, the online classes range
between about 15 and 25 students. Therefore, the smaller class size could have
potentially altered the nature of the experience. However, it was not possible to require
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that the students participate in the SL experience. Additionally, the current technical
barriers of using SL, such as computer capability, would have also precluded the option
of requiring all the online students from participating.
Given that the participants were volunteers, it is likely that the participants were
more technologically skilled or inclined than the average preservice teacher. With the
research being conducted within only one campus, additional research in other contexts
with other populations to support generalizability would be beneficial. However, the goal
of qualitative research is about understanding more than generalizability (Merriam,
1998).
Implications for Future Research
Although this research presents five cases that provide valuable insight into the
SL experiences of non-traditional fully online teacher candidates, additional research
would be beneficial. This study addressed a population that has yet to be researched
significantly within the context of virtual world learning: undergraduate, non-traditional,
fully online teacher participants. Teacher education programs have seen a rise in the
enrollment of non-traditional students and these students enter with different attitudes,
motivations, and dispositions than their traditional counterparts (Walsh et al., 2005). The
context and nature of the participants’ perspectives in my study provided illumination on
better uses of virtual worlds for teaching and learning with this population for general
teacher education middle level methods. Unlike other research with these populations
(see Inman, 2010), the course content was not focused on educational technology but
rather on the skills and knowledge necessary to prepare teacher participants to work in
middle schools. The technology was a vehicle for the learning, not the curriculum of the
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learning experience. Additionally, the vast majority of virtual worlds are being used in
face-to-face or blended learning courses, rather than fully online courses as was the case
with this study (Dalgarno, Lee, Carlson, Gregory, & Tynan, 2011).
A second topic for consideration is the frequency and duration of the SL
experiences for online learners. Research using SL to varying degrees with regard to
frequency and class duration could be conducted to determine how such changes may or
may not impact the nature of teacher candidates SL experiences. According to the
Mayrath et al. (2010) framework, two contextual factors, the frequency and duration of
the SL experiences, should be considered in designing virtual world teaching and
learning experiences, but the framework was based on both online and face-to-face
classes, making the appropriate frequency and duration for online learners less than clear.
This study focused on this specific implementation and therefore additional research
varying the frequency and/or duration of the SL experiences would benefit the field. By
limiting the SL experience to three class sessions in this study, novelty and thereby
interest was more easily maintained. How would more frequent, but shorter class sessions
impact SL experiences?
A third topic to consider is the extent to which the participants’ experiences in SL
would be similar to that of other online undergraduate teacher candidates. Given that
research on general teaching methods courses with undergraduate teacher participants is
limited, additional research in this area is also warranted. Specifically, based on the
findings and limitations of this study, additional research should be conducted with other
undergraduate or alternate route teacher candidates pursuing online licensure. Both
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personal contexts and domain specific aspects of these different populations could impact
the nature of the SL experiences.
Fourth, all the participants in the study were female and would not be considered
gamers. None of the participants had prior experience with SL, nor had they heard of it.
None of the participants, with the exception of Sarah, indicated any prior experience with
multi-player gaming or virtual worlds. Sarah had played online games such as “Tribal
Wars and of course Facebook games” on a limited basis. Tribal Wars is an online
simulation game that has some similarities to a virtual world. Therefore, she was the
only participant who had any type of experience with this type of environment. In one
study, it was found that women enjoy SL for learning more than male students (Vogel et
al., 2008). This has been attributed to the tendency for males to play 3D first person video
games at a higher level than their female counterparts, and therefore expect greater
graphical fidelity than is currently possible in virtual worlds such as SL. The participants’
lack of experience with gaming likely made them more interested and engaged in the
virtual world than if they had been what would be considered gamers. It is often
necessary to create more engaging tasks for those that have extensive gaming experience
(Mayrath et al., 2010). Therefore, research with male teacher candidates or female gamer
teacher candidates may elicit potentially different results.
Fifth, the challenges of traditional online education brought up by the participants
(e.g., clarity of instruction, lack of support, nature of interaction, etc.) suggests that
comparative studies with regard to traditional online teacher preparation, using 3D virtual
worlds for teacher preparation, and face-to-face learning would be beneficial. All the
participants indicated that they perceived that they learned more through the SL
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experience than through the traditional online program. How do learning and the extent to
which teachers feel prepared to teach middle school compare between those teacher
candidates prepared face-to-face, online, and in a virtual world? Are all models of teacher
preparation effective? The extent to which learning, and transfer, occurs in the various
learning contexts is important in order to ensure the best possible teacher preparation.
Finally, addressing the questions in this study with larger class sizes might be
beneficial. Research needs to be completed with larger class sizes that are more
representative of traditional online undergraduate class size. The class sessions were
relatively small. Therefore, how does class size in virtual world learning impact student
experiences?
Implications for Practice
The following provides practitioners and instructional designers with information
regarding instructional practices and strategies used, and the benefits and challenges of
using SL. Some of these issues are specific to teacher education, while others could be
more broadly applicable. Though the findings focused on the overall experiences of the
participants shared experiences, certain aspects of individual experiences should be
considered with regard to the use of SL for middle level teacher preparation, and for the
use of virtual worlds in general.
Middle Level Teacher Preparation
Recommendations for online middle level teacher preparation and teacher
preparation in general follow. The most significant implication for practice is that the
participants supported at least part-time implementation of the use of virtual worlds for
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middle level teacher preparation as a result of their feelings of increased engagement,
support, and usefulness. With the current push by higher education for more flexible and
varied delivery systems (De George-Walker & Keeffe, 2010) and the need to meet the
education interests and needs of the Net Gen (Prensky, 2005), the use of virtual worlds
for online middle level education may provide a viable option meet these needs in a way
that traditional online programs cannot (Bronack, Riedl, & Tashner, 2006) including
embodied interaction and the ability to create varied learning environments.
Based on the participant experiences, it seems that using simulated experiences
with real world constraints such as setting up a classroom in a 3D environment with those
constraints clearly identified (e.g., windows, doors, size, space, etc.) can support the
transition of teacher participants from that of a participant and student, to thinking more
like a teacher. It can potentially support a greater degree of enactment which has been
identified as one of three significant challenges of teacher preparation (Hammerness et
al., 2005; Kennedy, 1998, 1999). In addition, Hammerness et al. (2005) stated “telling
teachers in general ways about strategies that might be used in the classroom, without
examples, and models, does not typically lead to deep understanding or enactment” (p.
360). Doing so via traditional online models where the candidates can actually experience
such models is a challenge. The opportunity to put that knowledge into practice through
simulation might support deeper understanding and greater enactment in future teaching
situations.
Virtual World Instructional Designers and Teachers
The technical distractions within the SL environment could have been better
mitigated had the training focused more extensively on two areas: view and audio
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features. Issues in these two areas were the most significant in the participant
experiences. Though some SL users will need specific skills depending on the nature of
learning experiences planned, view and audio skills are essential. Though these skills
were taught in the training for this study, it became clear in the interviews and surveys
that these skills were not learned sufficiently by a couple of participants. Maneuvering is
important, and challenging, but the view and audio components are essential with regard
to teaching and learning in SL. Regularly checking with participants to determine if they
can hear and see adequately is important for a more positive experience. This is
especially important if movement between locations in-world occurs, which can impact
both view and audio issues. Real-world norms can take over the experience and prevent
students from acting in ways that would be acceptable in the virtual world, but not so in
the real world. Students need to be informed that it is acceptable to move their avatar in
ways that may not be acceptable in the real-world classroom to help them see and hear
well. While Judi felt comfortable moving her avatar to see better, Kay did not move her
avatar to improve her ability to hear in the library. Training therefore must focus
extensively on the skills necessary to effectively participate in the SL environment, with
the focus being on view and audio features, assuming audio will be used.
Assisting students with adjusting their avatars to student satisfaction would be
beneficial to help avoid the discomfort and embarrassment experienced by Elizabeth.
Though some time was spent on this, and I offered support, it is unlikely that students
will tell a teacher that the hyper-sexualization of their avatar is bothersome. A lack of
avatar identification creates an unnecessary distraction that can decrease the sense of
immersion (Suh et al., 2011). In addition, other research has found that online behavior
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can be influenced by the individual avatar’s appearance (Yee & Bailenson, 2007, 2009).
Therefore, helping students generate an appropriate avatar design is potentially important
to the students’ SL experiences, especially if trying to engender a future teacher identity.
Using a simulated real world environment initially (the library), but for a limited
time, may set an academic tone to promote acceptance of the virtual world as a learning
environment (see Luo & Kemp, 2008; Pynoo et al., 2011; D. H. Shin, 2009; Vogel et al.,
2008). After the tone has been established, designing environments that are engaging and
varied can promote student interest. The participants indicated that the initial simulated
library environment promoted an academic tone, but they perceived the other
environments as more engaging. If acceptance of SL as a learning environment is a
design concern, then this is one possible way to mitigate this potential challenge.
Movement and interaction within the SL environment are also important to
incorporate within the SL learning experience to promote engagement and interest.
Movement, within the maneuvering abilities of the participants, and interaction both
supported positive perceptions of the SL experience. This is especially true for any
lecture or discussion type experiences. The participants were much more positive about
the backwards design lesson than the library experience, and these experiences can be
distinguished primarily by the fact that the backwards design lecture was broken up into
segments requiring avatar movement periodically. Additionally, the Opinionator
activities were also found to be particularly engaging and interesting for the participants,
through the incorporation of both movement and participant interaction.
There are a few other logistical and contextual issues that should be considered. If
participants are fully online or participating from a location other than the classroom, it
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would be beneficial for instructors to advise students to create a real-world environment
conducive to focusing on their learning. This means that they need to establish an
environment that minimizes distractions at home such as the telephone, children,
roommates, or significant others, to promote more effective learning in SL. While this is
not something that an instructor can control, supporting students in self-regulation
through prompting might be beneficial. For example, reminding students to try to create a
distraction free environment could be beneficial. Also, clearly the duration and frequency
of class sessions must reasonably fit within the constraints of the students’ lives.
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Video Recruiting Script
Welcome to EDE 3223, Middle Level Education. My name is Ncl Wozniak, also
known as Nicole Miller in the “real world.”
This is our virtual middle school where I will be teaching 3 of the EDE 3223 class
sessions from this semester as a part of my dissertation research.
Many universities are beginning to use Second Life for distance education, or to
supplement face to face courses with experiences and opportunities that would not
necessarily be possible in a traditional face to face environment. For example, here, you
will have a classroom and school in which to learn and experiment with content and skills
to help prepare you to work with middle level students.
In addition, many of the virtual worlds being built currently are geared towards
middle school students. Two of the most well known are Whyville and River City. Both
have been built specifically with middle school students in mind. We are continually
trying to meet the needs of our students, and technology is one way we can do this.
As a part of this study, you will participate in 3 EDE 3223 classes from the
comfort of your own home, or location of your choosing, right here in this virtual middle
school. Prior to these classes, I will provide approximately 2 hours of training in how to
use Second Life, and a headset to help with your participation. I will ask you to complete
several interviews (either face to face or online) and various surveys as part of your
participation in this study. More details about this are found in your consent forms. Please
review the consent forms and consider participating in this fantastic opportunity.
I am hoping that you will join me on this journey and participate in this study, not
only to help me, but to promote your learning not only about middle level education, but
about the technology that will be potentially changing many aspects of education in the
future.
Besides exposing you to new educational tools, Second Life can be a lot of fun.
Haven’t you always wanted to fly? Hope to see you soon in Second Life!
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Recruiting Email
Dear student,
This semester, you have the opportunity to participate in three class sessions that are
comparable to face-to-face classes via an online 3D virtual reality environment known as Second
Life®. Please view this video to see a short introduction to this project and to Second Life.
My name is Nicole Miller and I am a doctoral candidate in the department of Curriculum,
Instruction, & Special Education at Mississippi State. I am doing research on teaching middle
level education using the Second Life virtual environment. I will be teaching three classes much
like a face to face class, but in Second Life, giving you the opportunity to interact with your peers
and an instructor in real time. I have taught 7 sections of this course over the past 2.5 years in
cooperation with Dr. Thompson to ensure that our courses are equivalent.
I am seeking students who are willing to participate in this research. Each of the 3 class
sessions will last a little less than 3 hours, which is comparable to the weekly face to face meeting
time for this course. All assignments and tests will be the same (or very slightly modified as
necessary to take into consideration the modified environment). Essentially this will mean you
have more directed lessons, rather than more independent study for those weeks.
In addition to the class time, there are a few other time requirements if you decide to
participate. There will be a 2 hour training session to prepare you to participate in Second Life.
After each of the three sessions, I will want to do a brief interview (between 30 and 45 minutes)
with you. There will also be several brief surveys to complete.
These classes will be held during the following weeks:
1.
Week of January 24
2.
Week of February 21
3.
Week of March 21
The specific dates and times have not been scheduled as of yet, in order to get student
input on the best dates and times for such meetings.
You will need to have access to a computer (relatively new) and sufficient internet access
to participate, but you will be provided with a headphones/microphone headset to support
participation. You can consent now and withdraw from participation at any time during the study
without penalty.
If you have any questions about this study, please contact me (email:
ncm39@colled.msstate.edu or cell: 818.259.5884).
I hope you will join me on this learning adventure. I think it will both be a great
learning experience and a lot of fun.
If you agree to participate, please follow this link to the consent form, which will provide
you more specifics about the project, its requirements, and confidentiality. If you do not want to
participate in Second Life, but would be willing to give me access to use your test grades and
assignments as a point of comparison with those students who do use Second Life, I would
greatly appreciate it. If you agree to this level of participation, please follow this link to the
consent form.
Sincerely,
Nicole C. Miller, M.A.
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Training Agenda
Hour 1
•
•

•

Hour 2
•
•
•

•
•

Introductions
Teleport to Virtual Ability Island for initial avatar training
http://slurl.com/secondlife/Virtual%20Ability/170/97/22
o Avatar movement /view controls
o How to take a snapshot
o How to work with note cards
o Avatar appearance editing
o Teleporting
o Interacting with objects
o Communication
o Messaging
o Voice
o Inventory
o Landmarks/teleporting
Teleport to Virtual Middle School http://slurl.com/secondlife/EduIsland
9/44/9021/
o Joining the Miller Mississippi State Second Life Group
o Join Eduislands 9 group
o Set home location
Check voice/sound (hearing/speaking/preferences)
Register for Sloodle
Link avatar with Sloodle at Virtual Middle School
o Sloodle HUD (Head-up display)
 Gestures
 Blogging
How to move/rotate objects.
How to take Snapshots
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Data Collection Timeline and Procedures
Data collection items/participant interaction that will occur throughout the course of the
study:
Other: Session /Chat Logs
A session and chat logger in SL will monitor participant time spent in the virtual
classroom area both inside and outside of the given class time (including personal
exploration and during virtual office hours). Participants will have to click on an object in
SL to grant the researcher access to their chat logs, reaffirming consent for this part of the
data collection. The chat logger only records text chat, not audio discussion. The session
logger only records time spent in a given area in SL in 5 minute increments.
Other: Video/Audio Recording
Each session and interaction in SL will be recorded via computer desktop
video/audio capture such as Camtasia. This will allow for analysis of audio
communication and a review of activities/actions in each class session.
Other: Observation
Participant actions (via their avatar) will be observed throughout the research
study. The researcher will observe class participation in class activities, avatar status (if
the avatar indicates the student is away), movement in the virtual world, interaction with
peers and the instructor, and all other actions related to the educational context.
Observation is somewhat limited in that you do not have body language that is easily
observable. It is possible that the student participants will use online gestures, which will
also be observed.
Other: Virtual Office Hours
Office hours will be held for 2 hours per class session at minimum (prior to, and
after each session - schedule to be based on student availability/schedules) Virtual Office
Hours - If students take advantage of virtual office hours, then video/audio capture and/or
chat logs of such sessions will be taken.
Other: Continuing conversation
In addition, the researcher will maintain a continuing conversation, via Second
Life, email, MyCourses, SLoodle, and face to face, throughout the semester with the
participants about their experiences, as well as to provide appropriate academic course
support.
Timeline:
January 7-13
 Recruiting/consent process
Week of January 17
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 Email participants instructions on how to register for SL, install SL, and
tutorials.
 Participants will also need to register for a SLoodle website which will
integrate the Moodle learning management system with Second Life.
 In addition, availability for training sessions will be addressed.
 Initial demographic/computer anxiety/efficacy/experience with virtual
worlds survey via MyCourses and/ or SLoodle.
Between January 17-30 (to be scheduled based on participant schedules)
 Training - will consist of two 1-hour sessions or one 2-hour session
(dependent on student availability) - In addition, multiple training
sessions may need to be offered to accommodate face to face and online
student schedules.
 Virtual Office Hours - if participants need additional help with navigating
in the virtual environment, students will have the opportunity to meet with
the instructor
Week of February 7
 SL Session 1
 Topics of class: Structures of Middle Level Education
 Data collected: Chat logs, Session logs, Observation (including recording
3D sessions into video/audio files for later review), Session Survey
Between February 7 -20
 Individual interviews - regarding SL Session 1
 Interview data (participant selected option - face to face, or in SL;
recorded or chat logged)
~February 14
 Unit 1 class test – given Feb. 14 in face to face class. Online test will be
taken at approximately the same time. Test questions and responses for
those items related to online selection of class will be reviewed in
comparison to those items related to content taught face to face or via
MyCourses.
Week of February 21
 SL Session 2
 Topics of class: Maintaining a Positive, Productive Learning Environment
 Data collected: Chat logs, Session logs, Observation (including recording
3D sessions into video/audio files for later review), Session Survey
Between February 21-March 20
 Individual interviews - regarding SL Session 2
 Interview data (participant selected option - face to face, or in SL;
recorded or chat logged)
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~March 7
 Unit 2 class test – given March 7 in face to face class. Online test will be
taken at approximately the same time. Test questions and responses for
those items related to online selection of class will be reviewed in
comparison to those items related to content taught face to face or via
MyCourses.
Week of March 21
 SL Session 3
 Topics of class: Backwards Design/Goals and Objectives/Assessment
 Data collected: Chat logs, Session logs, Observation (including recording
3D sessions into video/audio files for later review), Session Survey
Between March 22-April 18
 Individual interviews - regarding SL Session 3
 Interview data (participant selected option - face to face, or in SL;
recorded or chat logged)
~April 18
 Unit 3 class test – given April 18 in face to face class. Online test will be
taken at approximately the same time. Test questions and responses for
those items related to online selection of class will be reviewed in
comparison to those items related to content taught face to face or via
MyCourses.
~April 25
 Final exam – given April 25/26 in face to face class. Online test will be
taken at approximately the same time. Test questions and responses for
those items related to online selection of class will be reviewed in
comparison to those items related to content taught face to face or via
MyCourses.
~ End of April/May
 Final survey and interviews
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Interview Topics for Discussion
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Characteristics of the learners/participants:
o demographic information /background such as educational and employment
status/history, family structure (only as in how it may influence their education, such
as having children limiting time able to spend on course work, etc.)
o educational/personal goals - as they relate to their degree program
o interest in teaching at the middle level; reasons; personal middle level experiences
o computer-technology experience/proficiency overall/comfort level
o previous experiences with gaming/virtual environments
o previous learning experiences and feelings/opinions about those
 online - collaboration/activities
 face to face - collaboration/activities
o epistemological beliefs and what role technology plays in these beliefs
 beliefs about virtual worlds and their place in education
o participant learning preferences
o issues of personal motivation and self-regulation in learning activities (what type of a
student they are)
o interest and experiences working with middle level students
o learning style preference
Nature of the content (modality, engagement etc.)
o class climate
o sense of presence
o sense of co-presence with peers and instructor
 interactions with peers/instructor
 sense of self as presented by avatar
o sense of space
o power to co-create and practice
o technology barriers/challenges
Teaching and learning activities
o questions regarding specific learning strategies in SL
 collaboration
 instructional strategies
o learning experiences in SL classes - activities etc.
 vs. other online learning experiences
 collaboration
o class events and interactions with peers/instructor
o preferences for specific types of virtual world instructional activities
Criterial tasks
o questions about their learning from the class session
o questions about content or skills acquired from the lessons
o address content/skill areas where students may have struggled and why
Effectiveness of training: benefits and challenges.
Address questions or concerns student participants may have
Other questions that might develop from the topics/experiences related to this study including
the post class session survey
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Post-Class Session Survey
(Administered after each of the 3 class sessions; online, using drop down boxes for
ratings)
Rank each statement from 1-5 based on your experience in THE MOST RECENT
CLASS SESSION.
1 = I don’t agree at all with the statement.
5 = I agree completely with this statement.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

The class topic was interesting. _____
I enjoyed collaborating with my peers in Second Life. _______
I enjoyed the learning activities in Second Life. ________
This Second Life class session promoted a desire to learn more about middle
level education. ______
I was very much part of the class. ____
Second Life was an excellent environment for x (the type of task/content the
lesson addressed - this will change based on the content of each class session).
____
This Second Life experience of this lesson was very relevant to my learning as a
pre-service teacher. ____
Participating in this Second Life class session was similar to participating in a
face to face class. ____
Participating in this Second Life class session was like participating in a “real”
middle school environment. ____
I felt like I was actually in the environment with my peers and the instructor.
_____
Second Life was very easy to operate. ____
I was very comfortable in the environment. ____
Overall I would rate the lesson _______ out of 5 (1= terrible; 5 = excellent).

Open question: (If you have time, please respond.)
14.
Please comment on any aspect of this class session. You may include what you
think worked, what did not work, what you liked or did not like, etc. You may
want to indicate how you experienced the lesson overall (interaction with peers,
instructor, the environment).
* Adapted with permission from: Deutschmann, M, & Panichi, D.L. (2009). Instructional
Design, Teacher Practice and Learner Autonomy. In J. D. Molka-Danielsen &
M.Deutschmann (Ed.), Learning and Teaching in the Virtual World of Second Life (pp.
27-44). Trondheim: Tapir Academic Press.
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Pre-Experience Survey
Computer Anxiety Rating Scales
(Modified from Heinssen, Glass, & Knight, 1987)
Rate each of the following items from Strongly Disagree to Strong Agree
(Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree - drop down options in online
survey)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

I look forward to using a computer on my job
I do not think I would be able to learn a computer programming language
The challenge of learning about computers is exciting
I am confident that I can learn computer skills
Anyone can learn to use a computer if they are patient and motivated
Learning to operate computers is like learning any new skill, the more you practice,
the better you become
7. I am afraid that if I begin to use computer more, I will become more dependent upon
them and lose some of my reasoning skills
8. I am sure that with time and practice I will be as comfortable working with computers
as I am in working by hand
9. I feel that I will be able to keep up with the advances happening in the computer field
10. I would dislike working with machines that are smarter than I am
11. I feel apprehensive about using computers
12. I have difficulty in understanding the technical aspects of computers
13. It scares me to think that I could cause the computer to destroy a large amount of
information by hitting the wrong key
14. I hesitate to use a computer for fear of making mistakes that I cannot correct
15. You have to be a genius to understand all the special keys contained on most
computer terminals
16. If given the opportunity, I would like to learn more about and use computers more
17. I have avoided computers because they are unfamiliar and somewhat intimidating to
me
18. I feel computers are necessary tools in both educational and work settings
Computer Use
1.
2.

Do you own a computer?

Yes  No
How many hours a week do you use your computer?

Less than 3 hours  3-5  6-10  11-15  15+
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3.
4.
5.

7.
8.

9.

How many hours a week do you use the Internet?

Less than 3 hours  3-5  6-10  11-15  15+
Rate your overall computer proficiency.

Novice
 Intermediate
 Advanced
 Expert
Have you ever taken an online course?

Yes  No If yes, how many online courses have you taken?
_________
6.
Have you ever used a 3D online environment such as Second Life
or other multi-user virtual environment (including gaming- such as WOW,
etc.)?

Yes  No If yes, which?
______________________________________
Do you consider yourself open to trying new things on a computer?

Never  Rarely  Sometimes  Often  Very Often
Would you describe yourself as always wanting the newest
gadgets/technology.

Never  Rarely  Sometimes  Often  Very Often
Does using a computer make you anxious?

Never  Rarely  Sometimes  Often  Very Often

Middle Level Education
1.
2.
3.

4.
math).

What grade(s) are you interested in teaching in the future?
What about those grades makes you want to work with that age group?
Rate your interest in working with middle level students.

Not at all
 Maybe
 Yes Interested

Very Interested
List your areas of endorsement (English, science, social science/history,

Demographic Information
1.
2.

3.

Name
Age
 18-20  21-22
 23-25
 46+
Gender:

Male
 Female
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 26-35

 36-45

4.

Race/Ethnicity

African - American  Asian - American or Pacific Islander

Hispanic/Latino
 Native American

Caucasian
 Other
_________________________________

Other
What prompted your willingness to participate in this project/study? Why did you
agree to participate?
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Post-Experience Survey
Computer Use
1.
2.

Rate your overall computer proficiency.

Novice
 Intermediate
 Advanced  Expert
Does using a computer make you anxious?

Never  Rarely  Sometimes  Often  Very Often

Future Teaching Interests
1.
2.
3.

4.

What grade(s) are you interested in teaching in the future?
What about those grades makes you want to work with that age group?
Rate your interest in working with middle level students.

Not at all
 Maybe
 Yes Interested
 Very
Interested
Has your interest in working with middle level students changed over the
course of the semester at all?
a. yes/ no/ maybe
b. If so, what has influenced this change?

Second Life Use Before this Semester
Before this class:
I had an SL account and logged on regularly.  Yes  No
I had an SL account but rarely logged on.  Yes  No
I had heard about SL but did not have an account.  Yes  No
I had never heard about SL before this class.  Yes  No
Virtual Worlds/Second Life
Strongly disagree to strong agree (5 point Lickert scale)
(Modified from Huang, Backman, & Backnman, 2010; Shen & Eder, 2009)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Learning to use SL was easy for me.
I found it was easy to get SL to do what I wanted it to do.
I found SL to be flexible to interact with.
It was easy for me to become skillful at using SL
I found SL easy to use.
Using SL in my course study (Middle Level Ed) enabled me to accomplish
tasks more quickly.
Using SL improved my performance in my study of the course (Middle Level
Ed).
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8. Using SL in my course study (Middle Level Ed.) increased my productivity.
9. Using SL enhanced my effectiveness in my study of the course (Middle Level
Ed).
10. Using SL made it easier to learn the course (Middle Level Ed).
11. I found SL useful in my study of the course (Middle Level Ed).
12. Assuming the course activities would be available in SL (in future education
courses), I predict that I would use it on a regular basis.
13. I intend on using Second Life in the future (for any purpose).
14. I would be willing to use virtual worlds for my own future learning.
15. I would be willing to use structured virtual worlds with middle school students
(for example: a virtual world on Anne Frank/WWII, or a science
conservation exploration - assuming security/safety online).
16. With middle school students, I would be willing to use virtual worlds that are
more unstructured (for example: one you built, or one built by others for
general teaching/learning).
17. I enjoy using SL.
18. I look forward to SL.
19. SL is fun.
20. After experiencing Second Life, I feel like I come back to the real world after
a journey.
21. When I experience Second Life, my body is in the room, but my mind is
inside the world created by Second Life.
22. Experiencing Second Life makes me forget where I am.
23. Second Life enables conversation.
24. Second Life enables interpersonal interaction.
25. Second Life enables two-way communication.
26. Second Life enables concurrent (same time) communication.
27. Using SL challenges me to perform to the best of my ability.
28. Using Second Life challenges me.
29. I find that using SL stretches my capabilities to my limits.
30. During my visits to Second Life, my attention was focused on the activity.
31. Experiencing SL excites my curiosity.
32. When experiencing SL, I feel in control.
33. Experiencing SL is intrinsically interesting.
Learning activities (rank on Really didn’t enjoy to really enjoyed (5 point Lickert scale)- with
a N/A)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Opinionator (will add picture) - agree/disagree walking pie/chart activity.
Video on classroom management
Lecture in library
Lecture outdoors - class management (lesson 1 and 2)
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5. Conference room discussion- management/parent communication/conferences
6. Conference room small group work assignment - management/parent
communication/conferences
7. Lecture in islands - for backwards design
8. Partner work for writing goals/objectives
9. Reacting with your fellow learners in-world
10. Reacting with your instructor in-world
11. Creating your avatar
12. Building training (when as a group we did building practice)
13. Creating your own classroom
14. Interactive multiple intelligences area (drum, dances, meditation, math
manipulatives)
15. Other: _________________
Student Characteristics
1. Have outside factors (such as employment, finances, health, children, family, etc.)
influenced your educational experiences this semester?
a. Yes or No
b. If so, how have outside factors (such as employment, children, family, etc.)
influenced your educational experiences this semester?
2. What would you say motivates you to become a teacher? Explain.
3. If you have had experiences with gaming/virtual environments PRIOR to this
semester, please tell me about those.
4. What type of learner do you see yourself as?
a. Has that played a role in your participation in SL?
b. If yes, explain how you think the type of learner you are has influenced your
participation in SL?
5. Overall, how would you describe yourself as a student?
6. How would you describe yourself as a student in SL?
7. Does your interest level in middle level education influence your effort level in this
course?
a. If yes, please explain.
Training
1. Tell me about how you felt about training. Feel free to be honest. I am learning too,
and am looking for ways to improve the process.
2. Rate your level of comfort with SL. (1-5)
3. Based on your rating, describe your comfort level with using SL at this point (i.e.,
What do you feel comfortable doing, or not in SL?).
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4. Has your comfort level improved at all since the initial training? Explain.
5. Effectiveness of training: benefits and challenges.
a. Was anything particularly helpful in training?
i. If so, what?
b. Have you learned anything since training that would have been beneficial
to know earlier?
i. If so, what?
c. What was most difficult in training for you?
6. What do you think the ideal training to take classes in SL would be like?
Other
1.
2.
3.
4.

What were your greatest learning experiences in Second Life and WHY?
What were your favorite experiences in Second Life and WHY?
What were your LEAST favorite experiences in Second Life and WHY?
Any other comments/concerns/thoughts you would like to make about your
experience with SL?
5. How useful did you feel the learning experiences were in SL for your
understanding of the content:
a. middle level education in general
b. class management
c. school structures
d. backwards design
6. If one of your friends ask your experience with SL, what would you tell him or
her?

Thank you!
Thank you so much for your participation in this study. I will continue to be in touch to give
you some write ups to review about your experiences to make sure I am interpreting them
correctly.
I really appreciate the time you spent participating. I truly hope it was as beneficial for you as
it was for me! If you need anything in the future, you have my email addresses. Please feel
free to keep in touch.
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Participant Session Log Examples

Figure A.1

24-hour log of visitors.

From http:www.rabbitstats.com

Figure A.2

Sample email generated daily by Rabbit Stats data collection.
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Start List of Codes
Individual characteristics of the learner
- attitudes (towards middle school and towards SL learning)
- skills (computer skills primarily)
- flow (overlaps with modality/content and engagement)
- Identity
o as a student and a teacher
o in relationship to avatar
o type of learner
Teaching and Learning activities (structural coding)
- lectures
- video
- discussion/opinionator
- cooperative learning
- simulation/experiential/contextual
- procedural
Nature of the content
- modality
o 3D work/realness/vividness
o 2D - ppt
o 2D - video
o navigation/ease of use
o interactivity
o persistence
o narrative
o communication channels
- engagement
- presence/co presence
Rules
- classroom rules and norms of behavior within mediated environment
Presence
- co-presence
o teacher presence
o peer presence
- self-presence (embodiment)
Community
- teachers and students as a community
Benefits
Challenges
Usefulness
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Education
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University of California, Los Angeles

Professional Experience
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Mississippi State University
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